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Editor’s Page 
 
 
 
Now 16 years old, the Basic Communication Course 
Annual continues to hold a unique and instrumental 
status among peer communication journals. Notably, 
the Annual is the only national communication journal 
devoted to research and scholarship pertaining to the 
basic communication course. What started as an infant 
in 1988 has grown into a bright young-adult with an 
admirable sense of self. 
The success of the Annual is entirely attributable to 
the community of scholars who have supported the jour-
nal over the years. All of us should be thankful for the 
leadership provided by the previous editors: Deanna 
Sellnow, Craig Newburger, and especially Larry Hugen-
berg. One hallmark of the Annual has always been the 
professionalism and generosity of the editorial board, 
and that tradition certainly continues with the most 
recent iteration. Most importantly, the continued 
vitality of this journal is indebted to the long list of 
scholars who have used the Annual as the outlet for 
their scholarly efforts. 
Articles in this volume of the Annual illustrate the 
interplay between stories describing the day-to-day rou-
tines of our lives and the larger, grander stories of our 
discipline and profession. For instance, each author has 
a small, yet captivating story to share with the reader-
ship.  Two articles, one by Turman and Barton and the 
other by Reynolds, Hunt, Simonds and Cutbirth, de-
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scribe the speech evaluation process in epic, even per-
haps tragic terms. As they explain through crisp statis-
tical analyses, the monotonous nature of performance 
evaluation and feedback in the basic course can result in 
less than desirable feedback for students. Brann-Barrett 
and Rolls, as well as Jones, Hunt, Simonds, Comadena 
and Baldwin take an optimistic view in their articles 
describing the use of speech laboratories. As they ex-
plain, both students and peer mentors derive important 
benefits from participation in such labs. A narrative of 
optimism is also provided in Trinen’s article on White-
ness studies as well as Harter, Kirby, Hatfield, and 
Kuhlman’s article on service learning and Prividera’s 
article on gender sensitivity. Specifically, both Trinen 
and Prividera advocate ways that the basic course can 
bring voice to marginalized groups whereas Harter and 
colleagues discuss how service learning empowers both 
students and teachers. Finally, as noted in Dr. Spra-
gue’s thoughtful analysis, each of the four essays in the 
special forum on philosophies of teaching celebrates the 
unique nexus of personal and public created in the basic 
communication course classroom. 
Though each article in this volume of the Annual 
shares a smaller, yet important story, a larger narrative 
concerning the basic communication course is also em-
braced. Each essay, sometimes explicitly and sometimes 
not, presents an idealistic vision of what our basic 
course does. Based on my reading, the scholars contrib-
uting to this volume seek classrooms where students are 
empowered and encouraged, where important societal 
issues are openly discussed, where relationships flour-
ish, and where the primacy of learning is not forgotten. 
Though many essays in this volume point to areas of 
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practical concern in the basic communication course, 
each essay also holds romantic optimism for what our 
basic course can accomplish. 
I share in this optimism and encourage the reader to 
blend these authors’ stories with their own narratives of 
the basic course. The essays are thought provoking, in-
formative, and engaging. After reading each essay, you 
may embrace some of the smaller stories while rejecting 
others; yet, I believe that each of us can find common 
ground in the larger narrative that permeates these 
pages. 
 
Scott Titsworth, 
Editor 
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Bias in the Evaluation Process: 
Influences of Speaker Order, Speaker 
Quality, and Gender on Rater Error 
in the Performance Based Course 
Paul D. Turman 
Matthew H. Barton 
 
 
 
Demand for increased proficiency in communication 
skills has increased dramatically in recent years (Saw-
yer & Behnke, 1997). Consequently, the basic course 
has taken the brunt of this demand. Current trends in 
higher education demonstrate that the basic course at 
most universities will find itself servicing even more 
students in the near future. According to the National 
Center for Educational Statistics, the number of high 
school students continuing on with their education after 
graduation increased by 12% between 1995 and 2002, 
and as a result college enrollment has increased by 17% 
in this same time period (public and private not-for-
profit institutions). If higher education continues to see 
a persistent influx of students in the wake of current 
economic conditions, the increasing student population 
will begin to place a significant burden on current basic 
course structures.  
Increasing the number of sections offered in the ba-
sic course has been the traditional solution to the prob-
lem of increased demand (Gibson, Hann, Smythe, & 
Hayes, 1980; Gibson, Hanna, & Huddleston, 1985; Saw-
yer & Behnke, 1997). However, this strategy comes with 
15
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a number of pitfalls. First, the buildup of additional sec-
tions requires an increase in the size of the instructional 
staff. This move is difficult to justify with so many de-
mands on already strained departmental and institu-
tional budgets (Fedler & Smith, 1992). Second, when the 
addition of staff is warranted, administrators often pro-
vide increases in personnel in the form of adjunct or 
part-time faculty, which provide only temporary solu-
tions for most basic course directors (Sawyer & Behnke, 
1997). On the other hand, some departments, particu-
larly those at larger institutions, have increased the 
utilization of graduate teaching assistants (Buerkel-
Rothfuss & Gray, 1990; Roach, 1991; Williams & Roach, 
1993; Williams & Schaller, 1994). While this action has 
reduced some of the pressure, it seems that administra-
tors are “upping the ante” by adding more and more 
students to these courses. Thus, instead of solving the 
problems associated with increased class size, they are 
perpetuated. Moreover, in their assessment of the basic 
course, Gibson, Hanna & Huddleston (1985) found that 
a majority of colleges and universities utilized either a 
public speaking (54%) or a hybrid (34%) course struc-
ture suggesting that the basic course continues to place 
an emphasis on student performance.  
Research has identified three primary problems that 
need to be addressed. First, although increasing the 
number of sections available for the basic course is one 
available option, increasing class size places significant 
restrictions and limitations on the function of a per-
formance based course and ultimately limits students’ 
ability to obtain communication competence (O’Hair, 
Friedrich, Wiemann, & Wiemann, 1995). Second, larger 
class sizes pose a number of pragmatic problems that 
16
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need to be addressed (Cheatham & Jordan, 1972). For 
instance, in order to provide larger classes of students 
with the opportunity to practice and receive feedback on 
speeches, instructors are forced to either add more 
speech days or add more speakers on a given day. In 
some cases they must do both. Instructors who have 
taught performance-based courses have likely had 
groups of three or four speech days throughout the se-
mester where they have heard as many as eight or more 
speakers on each of those days, which can contribute to 
the potential for rater fatigue. This predicament is com-
pounded by the fact that many instructors teach more 
than one section of the basic course, meaning that they 
may encounter 16 to 24 speakers on each of those days. 
Considering the other responsibilities of faculty life, in-
structors want and need to be more efficient. Rater error 
can happen not because instructors are unconcerned 
about improving student speaking skills, rather because 
they have limited time to grade presentations in detail 
with so many speakers to evaluate. Thus, cutting cor-
ners in the evaluation process becomes a greater temp-
tation. Finally, hearing so many speeches over a consis-
tent time decreases the odds that meaningful distinc-
tions between speakers can be consistently accom-
plished (Miller, 1964). Consequently, the purpose of this 
study is to examine if a potential evaluation threshold 
exists in the basic communication course (e.g., those 
with a strong public speaking or performance-based 
component). Logic and experience suggest that there 
may be a limited number of student speeches that can 
be effectively evaluated in a given class period without 
compromising the quality and quantity of instructor 
feedback. Specifically, this study attempts to examine 
17
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situational qualities (e.g., presentation quality and 
speaker order), which may further contribute to grading 
inconsistencies.  
 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
To be successful in higher education, communication 
faculty must learn to provide effective feedback that is 
detailed, individualized, consistent and objective (Bock 
& Bock, 1981). Reaching this level of success is obvi-
ously a difficult undertaking because of a number of fac-
tors. For an instructor to arrive at a score or final grade 
for a presentation, he/she is required to assess the 
quality of that performance. The expectation is that the 
best presenter will receive the highest score regardless 
of the individual rating of the presentation (Lunz, 
Wright, & Linacre, 1990). Saal, Downey and Lahey 
(1980) indicated that although the expectation for unbi-
ased scoring is connected with the performance ap-
praisal process, research examining the subjectivity as-
sociated with rater error has identified significant 
variations regardless of the type of appraisal (e.g. job 
performance, leadership evaluation, personnel selection, 
etc.). Engelhard (1994) argued that one of the major 
problems with appraisal processes is that they depend 
primarily on the quality of experts who make the final 
judgment. In one of the first examinations of rater error, 
Guilford (1936) stated that “Raters are human and they 
are therefore subject to all the errors to which human-
kind must plead guilty” (p. 272). When rater error does 
occur it has the potential of weakening the reliability 
and validity of the system employing the assessment, 
18
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and information provided by the assessment (Bannister, 
et al., 1987). Evaluations of rater validity and reliability 
have reported coefficient levels ranging from .33 to .91 
(Dunbar, Kortez, and Hoover, 1991) and .50 to .93 (Vand 
Der Vleuten & Swanson, 1990) which suggests that as 
the range of error increases the potential for accurate 
assessment will decline significantly. 
As the preceding studies have indicated, the exis-
tence of rater error is a legitimate problem when subjec-
tive assessment is involved. Also, depending on the 
situation facing the rater, error can be a result of a 
number of factors including: the assessment tool used, 
the scoring procedures, and individual rater bias (Po-
pham, 2002). First, the flaws in assessment tools can be 
caused by a deficiency in the evaluation criteria being 
used. As a result inappropriate ratings are made be-
cause of the ambiguity associated with the methods 
used to score certain behaviors described in the evalua-
tion criteria (e.g., one instructor may view eye contact 
while another may look for gestures as the most impor-
tant part of the delivery). Second, ambiguity or flaws in 
the scoring procedures occur when raters are asked to 
assess too many qualities about a particular ratee (Po-
pham, 2002).  
The third and perhaps most significant type of as-
sessment error is a result of bias within the individual 
rater. Individual rater error has seen significant re-
search in the past century and this body of literature 
has identified three primary types of errors that occur 
at the individual level. The most prominent is the halo 
effect first identified by Thorndike (1920) during the ex-
amination of consistency across evaluations for officer 
candidates in the military. When applied to an educa-
19
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tional context, Engelhard (1994) suggested that the halo 
effect would occur when a teacher’s impression or previ-
ous experience with a particular student affected the 
score obtained on the assessment. As a result, the halo 
effect can occur in one of two ways; if the impression is 
favorable the rating will be higher, and if it is unfavor-
able the rating will be lower. The halo effect has also 
been attributed to a rater’s unwillingness to make dis-
tinctions across various dimensions on a rating scale 
and as a result they place ratees at the same level 
across all criteria dimensions. Although research ap-
plying the halo effect to student presentations has been 
limited, Harper and Hughey (1986) identified literature 
demonstrating that instructors “receive more favorably 
the communication performances of students who pos-
sess similar communication attributes” to their own (p. 
147).  
Another individual rater error that has been identi-
fied is called positive leniency/rater severity (Engelhard, 
1994), where the rater has a tendency to consistently 
provide ratings on either the high or low end of the 
scale, making their assessment practices unfair. Posi-
tive and negative leniency can also be a function of at-
tribution error on the part of the rater. These types of 
errors occur more at the holistic level, when instructors 
are more likely to grade all students higher than they 
should, or the converse happens when they choose to be 
more critical of all student behaviors than is logically 
warranted.  
Finally, central tendency or restriction of range oc-
curs when ratings are “clustered around the midpoint of 
the rating scale, reflecting rater reluctance to use either 
of the extreme ends of the continuum” (Saal, Downey, & 
20
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Lahey, 1980, p. 418). This type of individual rater error 
reflects how the rater utilizes the categories on the rat-
ing scale itself. Engelhard (1994) suggested this type of 
error is most likely to occur when raters use the evalua-
tion criteria differently by which some overuse extreme 
categories and others overuse those categories in the 
middle of the scale.  
Research specific to rater error in the context of 
speech assessment is relatively limited to date, however 
previous communication research has suggested a need 
to be concerned with primacy and recency effects during 
the assessment process. For example, in 1925, Lund ex-
plored a theory that he called primacy, which referred to 
the notion that an idea presented first in a discussion 
would have a greater impact than the opposing side pre-
sented second (in Mason, 1976). Other research has 
since followed Lund’s lead exploring the viability of his 
theory (Anderson & Barrios, 1961; Bishop, 1987; 
Ehrensberger, 1945; Freebody & Anderson, 1986; Jer-
sild, 1929; Krosnick & Alwin, 1987; Sato, 1990). Specifi-
cally relating to public speaking, Knower (1936) found 
that competitive speakers in first and last positions are 
more commonly ranked in intermediate positions as op-
posed to either high or low extremes and second to last 
speakers often score highest on final averages. Benson 
and Maitlen (1975) disputed some of Knower’s findings 
as their research concluded that there was no signifi-
cant relationship between rank and speaking position. 
To test the effectiveness of the Instructor Assistant 
training process and grading procedures Turman and 
Barton (2003) explored primacy and recency effects as a 
result of speaker order. Four groups of undergraduate 
raters were asked to grade four ten-minute persuasive 
21
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speeches after participating in an extensive training 
program. Presentations were placed in varying orders 
for each group and no evidence of primacy or recency 
influence or rater error emerged across groups, indicat-
ing speaker order had no impact on the final grades 
students received. Aside from this particular study, lit-
erature on primacy and recency effects and rater error 
does not deal directly with speaking situations and it 
appears to be badly dated (Ehrensberger, 1945; Lund, 
1925 in Mason). Ironically enough however, there are 
findings favoring both types of effects (Krosnick & Al-
win, 1987; Miller & Campbell, 1959).  
Research Questions 
Research on general rater error (halo effect, severity 
and leniency, and central tendency) has suggested that 
the subjectivity associated with evaluation of human 
performance guarantees the potential for error in per-
formance appraisal. However, research on rater error in 
the context of communication and speech performance 
has presented inconclusive results when examining the 
influence of rater error on speaker order. Additionally, 
these findings do not indicate whether rater error is un-
likely to exist in situations where more than four speak-
ers are evaluated in a given class period (Turman & 
Barton, 2003). Also, research has yet to represent a de-
sign which is reflective of a typical speech day (e.g. 
grading student speeches of varying quality) which 
might increase the potential for rater error. In other 
words, when examining what occurs in a traditional 
classroom structure one would expect to find seven or 
eight students speaking on a given day coupled with 
variations in the speaking order and in the quality of 
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student speeches, resulting in a likely variability in stu-
dent scores related to these factors. Thus, to isolate and 
clarify the potential influence of speaker order and 
quality when the number of speakers is increased, the 
following research question was set forth. 
RQ1: Does speaker order and presentation qua-
lity influence the subsequent grade that 
students receive? 
An additional challenge raters face is providing ef-
fective feedback to students, while ensuring that their 
grading practices are both valid and reliable. One of the 
primary objectives of a course with a presentation focus 
is to provide students with effective feedback to enhance 
their speaking ability over the course of a semester 
(O’Hair, Friedrich, Wiemann, and Wiemann, 1995; Saw-
yer & Behnke, 1997). Because of the ego involvement 
associated with public speaking situations, feedback 
providing more than a simple numerical justification for 
student grades is necessary. Raters are expected to 
provide students with high quality feedback by which 
students engage in skill building as a way to become 
stronger public speakers. One could argue that in 
addition to increased potential for rater error based on 
speaker order, raters may also experience rater fatigue, 
and consequently be less likely to provide high quality 
feedback as they progress through the speaker order. 
While proving fatigue is difficult, the present study is 
concerned with finding any hint of fatigue that may in-
fluence the evaluation process and provide an additional 
avenue of research in the context of rater error. Overall, 
the assumption of the following research question im-
plies that students presenting presentations at the 
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beginning of the speaker order would receive higher 
quality comments than those at the end, suggesting that 
fatigue is present and may account for this discrepancy. 
To analyze the potential for this assumption, the 
following research question was set forth: 
 RQ2:  Does the order in which a speaker pre-
sents influence the quality of comments 
and feedback provided by the rater? 
In addition to the preceding problems, limited 
research has attempted to determine the influence of 
other mediating variables on rater error. For example 
some studies have explored the problems associated 
with the way that international students (Young, 1998) 
and students with different dialects (Agee & Smith, 
1974) are evaluated. However, a more obvious influence 
on rater error comes from an examination of gender. 
Exploration into gender as a significant problem related 
to speech evaluation has found that women tend to be 
more lenient graders than men when using rating scales 
(Bock, 1970), drawing attention to the need for adequate 
assessment tools. In addition, Bock and Bock (1977) 
found that instructors demonstrated a tendency to rate 
students of the same sex more highly, commonly known 
as a trait error, which occurs when instructors place an 
over-emphasis on a specific trait or skill (Ford, Puckett 
& Tucker, 1987; King, 1998). Thus, there appears to be 
a precedent set for a negative evaluation bias based on 
gender that needs to be addressed more completely. In 
an attempt to determine whether the gender of the rater 
influenced student grades based on the speaker’s gen-
der, the following research question was set forth: 
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RQ3: Does rater gender influence the quality of 
comments students receive for classroom 
presentations? 
 
METHOD 
Participants & Procedures 
Raters. The raters in this study consisted of 76 
(males, n = 30; females, n = 46) undergraduate students 
currently working with the basic course at a large 
Midwestern university. Raters were competitively 
selected from a pool of students who had successfully 
completed the basic course by utilizing grade point 
average and reported performance in the classroom. 
Raters were given course credit for their participation 
and included a mixture of students from a variety of 
majors (e.g., communication studies, business, etc.).  
Training Procedures. To prepare for the assessment 
process raters were required to complete an eight-week 
training program which focused on evaluation of re-
corded presentations and speaker outlines. Before grad-
ing any of the presentations, the primary researchers 
familiarized the raters with a criterion referenced 
evaluation instrument which was divided into three 
major sections (i.e., introduction and conclusion, body, 
and delivery). Over the course of the eight week training 
period, the raters were trained to utilize the evaluation 
form which assigned specific point values to respective 
elements for each of the three major criteria sections. 
Twenty points were assigned to the introduction and 
conclusion (e.g., assessment of things such as the 
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attention getter, preview and summary statements, and 
closing remarks), 40 points reflecting content (e.g., main 
point development, organizational structure, documen-
tation and use of evidence), and 40 points for delivery 
(e.g., including eye contact, extemporaneous delivery 
style, gestures, posture, and movement). Additionally, 
grading techniques such as taking copious notes, utiliz-
ing positive and negative comments, and the need for 
providing appropriate feedback were addressed to fur-
ther ensure consistency across rater use of the evalu-
ation form. Each reviewer viewed and assessed ten pre-
sentations, entered into discussion with fellow reviewers 
concerning the comments and grades assigned, and then 
submitted their evaluation forms for assessment by the 
primary researchers.  
Experimental Design  
To obtain a pool of student presentations, 25 
speeches were taped from one section of the basic course 
for a persuasive speech assignment. The primary re-
searchers each evaluated the presentations and 
assigned grades based on the same criterion referenced 
evaluation instrument (intercoder reliability was calcu-
lated at .89). From these presentations, the primary 
researchers utilized a cluster sampling technique to 
select two speeches from each of the A, B, C, and D 
grade categories (n = 8). Also, to incorporate gender as 
an independent variable, male (n = 4) and female (n = 4) 
students were selected at each grade category as well. 
Those speeches selected for utilization in this study 
ranged in length from 7 to 9 minutes, and after the 
selection process, presentations were re-taped in vary-
ing order utilizing an incomplete factorial design (see 
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Table 1 for representation of the distribution of multiple 
A through D presentations across the treatment 
groups)1. Additionally, thirty-second delays were incor-
porated into each tape between each speaker to 
simulate the amount of time graders often utilize be-
tween speakers on a typical presentation day in the 
classroom.  
 
 
Table 1 
Speaker Order Assignments for Treatment Groups 
 Rater Groups 
Speaker Position 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1st A-1 D-2 D-1 C-1 A-2 D-2 B-1 C-2 
2nd A-2 D-1 C-1 C-2 B-2 C-2 B-2 C-1 
3rd B-1 B-2 C-2 D-1 C-1 B-2 D-1 A-2 
4th B-2 B-1 A-1 D-2 D-1 A-1 D-2 A-1 
5th C-1 A-1 A-2 A-1 A-1 A-2 C-1 D-1 
6th C-2 A-2 B-1 A-2 B-1 B-1 C-2 B-1 
7th D-1 C-1 D-2 B-2 C-2 C-1 A-1 D-2 
8th D-2 C-2 B-2 B-1 D-2 D-1 A-2 B-2 
 
 
To assess the presentations the raters were ran-
domly assigned to one of eight treatment groups. 
Assistants were used to help administer the study, and 
each was provided with a detailed list of instructions in 
                                               
1 A complete experimental design would have required an ad-
ditional 56 groups to achieve the total number of possible speaker 
combinations; and would have required approximately 500 addi-
tional raters.  Additionally, access to student raters and consistent 
training personnel was limited to a one-year period based on the 
existing structure of the basic course at this institution.  
27
et al.: Basic Communication Course Annual Vol. 16
Published by eCommons, 2004
14 Bias in the Evaluation Process 
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL 
order to make sure each group followed the same 
procedures and had the same experience. Participants 
were asked to watch all eight speeches, evaluate them, 
and make the necessary comments. To further represent 
a typical speech day, the raters were given a 24 hour 
period to make needed comments and were then 
instructed to return the evaluation forms to the primary 
researchers to simulate the actual experience of return-
ing scores to the students. To help maximize external 
validity and eliminate the potential for confounding 
variables, the research was conducted in classrooms 
used during the training session. Also, raters were 
provided with the same environment, visual equipment 
and tape quality to help ensure a similar experience 
across each group. Furthermore, raters were not pro-
vided with information concerning the nature and 
purpose of the study to eliminate the increased potential 
for a halo effect to emerge. 
Scales of Measurement 
Analytic Grading Form. Raters used an evaluation 
instrument that utilizes an analytic method by which 
content and delivery elements were rated and then 
summed to generate the final score for the presentation, 
rather than a holistic approach (using personal judg-
ment when determining the importance of specific traits 
toward the overall product). In an attempt to determine 
the effectiveness of each approach, Goulden (1994) 
found that neither the analytic nor holistic method was 
more effective at producing a reliable assessment of 
student presentations. To test the effectiveness of the 
rater training and evaluation procedures, an initial pilot 
test was conducted using four persuasive presentations 
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of similar quality. The speaker order was manipulated 
and 38 undergraduate raters were assigned to one of 
four treatment groups. An analysis of variance indicated 
no significant differences across groups (F (3, 124) = 
.492, p > .05) based on rater evaluations when only four 
presentations were utilized.  
Evaluation Quality. Two student coders were se-
lected and asked to evaluate rater comments for each of 
the presentations based on a semantic differential type 
scale adapted from an instrument developed by Osgood, 
Suci, & Tannenbaum (1957). This 12-item scale was 
created to analyze the quality of student comments 
based on a combination of the introduction/conclusion, 
body and delivery. Coders were given the stimulus 
statement, “What is the quality of the written feedback 
provided by the evaluator for this presentation” and 
used a 5-point scale to capture perceptions to the degree 
that each section (e. g., introduction, conclusion, body, 
delivery) was: good-bad, valuable-worthless, qualified-
unqualified and reliable-unreliable. Inter-coder reliabil-
ity was calculated at .88 for the two coders.  
Data Analysis  
Research question one used an 8  8 factorial design 
to measure the potential change in student presentation 
grades. The order of the presentations (either going 1st, 
2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th, 6th, 7th, or 8th) and rater group assign-
ments (group 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, or 8) both served as ran-
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dom factors2. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) with 
follow-up analyses using the LSD procedure (p = .05) 
was performed to examine the effects of speaker order 
and presentation quality on students’ grades. An 
ANOVA was also utilized to analyze data for research 
question two to determine the influence of speaker order 
on the quality of comments provided for students. Fur-
thermore, data for research question three was assessed 
using an independent sample t-test to determine signifi-
cant differences based on rater gender.  
 
RESULTS 
The first research question inquired whether stu-
dent ratings would be influenced by speaker placement. 
ANOVA analysis indicated a significant interaction ef-
fect based on rater grouping and presentation score (F 
(7, 49) = 8.88, p < .0001, eta2 = .35) and post hoc analysis 
indicated significant differences across groups for each 
of the eight presentations. Two particular patterns 
emerged when examining the differences across groups.  
First, a number of speaker positions caused a sig-
nificant decrease in presentation ratings (See table 2). 
Specifically, scores on presentation A-1 and A-2 declined 
when preceded by lower quality presentations (see 
group 5, 6, 7, and 8 in Table 1). The grades assigned to  
                                               
2 Speaker order and grade quality both served as random factors 
as a function of the incomplete experimental design utilized for data 
analysis. Because it was not possible to design a complete experi-
ment incorporating the 64 treatment groups necessary, the primary 
researchers were forced to randomly assign speaker order and grade 
quality across the eight groups in an attempt to make inferences 
across the 64 groups required in a complete design.  
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each of these speakers appeared to be most affected by 
speaker order wherein presentation A-1 ranged in scor-
ing from a high of 84.70(SD = 5.69) to a low of 55.55(SD 
= 10.82). A clear interaction effect emerged when ex-
amining the profile plots for the A-1 presentation when 
compared with D-2 (see Figure 1). In this instance the 
placement of presentation A-1 in groups 6, 7, and 8 pro-
duced a steady decrease in rater scoring, while presen-
tation D-2 experienced a significant increase in rater 
scoring for group 5, 6, and 8. Presentation A-2 experi-
enced similar variability with raters scoring this presen-
tation high (M = 85.44, SD = 5.70) while other raters 
influenced by speaker position and preceding speaker 
quality rated the presentation significantly lower (M = 
50.90, SD = 14.39). Similar declines in scoring were re-
corded for presentation C-1 and C-2, whereas scores 
tended to be affected by placement in close proximity to 
lower quality presentations (see group 6, 7 and 8 in 
Table 1).  
Second, a number of speaker positions resulted in 
significant increases in presentation ratings (see Table 
2). Scores on presentation C-1 increased significantly 
when placed in the beginning or end of the presentation 
rotation (See group 7 on Table 1). C-1 experienced a 
significant decline when placed at the front of the order 
and followed by lower quality presentations (see Figure 
2). Finally, D presentations tended to increase signify-
cantly when there was significant variability in the 
speaker order (see groups 5, 6, and 8 on Table 1).  
No significant differences, however, were found for 
research question two which asked whether speaker or-
der would impact the quality of written comments. The 
ANOVA analysis indicated no significant differences (F  
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(7,600) = .086, p > .05) indicating that those students 
who present in the last speaking position received the 
same quality comments as those who present in the 
first. Research question three assessed whether rater 
gender would affect the quality of written comments 
provided to students on the analytic evaluation form. 
Findings from the T-test indicated significant differ-
ences did exist (t = (606) = 7.06, p = .008), suggesting 
that female raters provided higher quality written 
comments (M = 14.60; SD = 4.43) when compared to 
male raters (M = 15.20; SD = 3.79).  
 
DISCUSSION 
The purpose of this study was to determine whether 
student presentation grades and feedback quality were 
affected by speaker placement and rater gender. Three 
research questions were used to test the presence of 
these relationships. Specifically, research question one 
asked whether student ratings were affected by speaker 
placement and proximity to presentations of various 
levels of quality. Findings from this study demonstrated 
significant differences across each of the presentations 
used in this analysis and the emergence of two patterns 
of rater error. First, ratings for A presentations signifi-
cantly declined when preceded by lower quality presen-
tations. Similar findings were obtained when examining 
the decline in ratings for C presentations. Second, a 
number of ratings for B and D presentations experi-
enced significant increases when initiating the speaking 
order and when variability across presentation quality 
existed (e.g. A, B, C, D, A, B, C, D).  
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A variety of parallels to existing research on rater 
error emerge from this analysis. First, these findings 
support the assumption that student presentation 
grades are not only influenced by the quality of the 
presentation given by the student, but they are also in-
fluenced by the speakers’ placement in a particular 
speaker order. Further, the quality of the presentations 
surrounding a particular speech significantly influenced 
ratings provided by undergraduate raters. This conclu-
sion was true for both A and D presentations which ex-
perienced a significant decrease and increase respec-
tively by raters. Results partially support the existence 
of both positive leniency and negative severity when 
variability across speakers occurred (Bock & Bock, 1981; 
Engelhard, 1994). In these instances the evaluators 
were more likely to grade high quality speeches more 
severely and lower quality speeches more leniently. 
Both sets of A and C presentations experienced signifi-
cant declines in ratings when preceded by lower quality 
presentations. This finding suggests that raters had a 
difficult time making distinctions across presentations 
of different quality, and as a result, their final evalua-
tions were skewed both positively and negatively. These 
findings also support the existence of primacy and re-
cency effects. Raters appeared to be influenced by those 
presentations that appeared earlier in the speaker or-
der. These findings have a number of parallels with 
previous research including Anderson and Barrios 
(1976) and Miller and Campbell (1959) who concluded 
that primacy and recency effects exist to the extent that 
speaker order had an impact on final grade assignment. 
However, this study is inconsistent with Benson and 
Maitlen (1975) and Turman & Barton (2003) who found 
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no significant relationship between rank and speaker 
position. When examining the mean scores for all 
speakers as a whole, central tendency appeared to occur 
across raters for each group (Saal, Downey, & Lahey, 
1980). Presentation scores across the eight speakers 
were relatively low ranging from 78.67 (11.40) to 64.36 
(12.63).  
There are a number of implications for the above 
findings concerning rater error and speaker order. First, 
these findings demonstrate that evaluating eight 
speeches of varying quality at one time could increase 
the likelihood of rater error happening if a particular 
combination of speaker placement occurred. As a result, 
it seems evident that the circumstances of these various 
speaking situations limit the rater from making an ac-
curate assessment of the speaker’s performance. Second, 
these findings might suggest the need for additional as-
sessment to take place in those performance-based 
classrooms where class size remains high. Peer assess-
ment is one particular method that raters could use to 
assist in determining accuracy of performance assess-
ment. Research examining the use of peer assessment 
as a function for analyzing student presentations has 
been addressed by a number of researchers with mixed 
results. MacAlpine (1999) and Orsmond, Merry, and 
Reiling (1996) obtained correlation coefficients in the 
ranges of .80 and .74 respectively when utilizing a likert 
scale assessment tool for students to complete. Kwan 
and Leung (1996) however found unacceptable correla-
tion coefficients (r = .20) when having students provide 
raw scores, and Freeman (1995) obtained limited suc-
cess with the use of peer team/groups (r = .26). However 
if appropriate training and assessment tools are util-
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ized, peer assessment could assist in checking the accu-
racy of scores provided by raters (Bock & Bock, 1981). 
One avenue for future research could be the examina-
tion of similarities across peer and instructor assess-
ments and the impact similarities/dissimilarities would 
have on perceived instructor credibility. Third, these 
findings could provide justification for a type of error 
referred to as “systematic distortion” (Carlson & Mu-
laik, 1993, p. 111). Carlson & Mulaik (1993) argue that 
when individuals make assessments of others they: 
. . . develop common, implicit notions about “what 
goes with what” based on the conceptual or semantic 
similarities among attributes. When people are asked 
to make memory-based judgments of previously ob-
served trait or behavior attributes, the ratings are 
systematically biased in the direction of the concep-
tual similarity schema….ratings of human attributes 
are merely linguistic artifacts that have little, if any, 
relation to true behavioral covariance. (p. 88) 
In the context of making speech evaluations across a 
number of speakers the order and quality of the presen-
tations ultimately impacts a rater’s ability to make dis-
tinctions across presentations (e.g., the first and second 
presentations both had good introductions and as a 
result they are scored alike). Thus the idea that 
similarities in the presentation directly preceding and 
following a speaker could impact the rater’s assessment 
is of significant importance and requires additional 
analysis.  
No significant differences were found when exam-
ining the impact of speaker order on the quality of writ-
ten feedback to students in research question two. How-
ever, one should note that the potential fatigue associ-
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ated with written feedback may not be as evident after 
only eight presentations. Proving that fatigue is a cause 
of poor feedback would require a much larger and more 
inclusive research design than the current study could 
accommodate. Although this study used well-trained 
raters, they are still largely novice. Even with the novice 
label, it is unlikely that fatigue would be evident with 
eight speakers in one isolated speech day. Placing these 
same raters in the context of a typical faculty experience 
where two or three sections of the course are taught by 
the same instructor and speakers from all sections 
speak on the same day is much more likely to reveal 
evidence of fatigue. This means that a more longitudi-
nally focused study needs to be done that tracks this is-
sue over the course of a semester.  
The third research question focused on determining 
whether rater gender would influence the quality of 
comments students received for their respective presen-
tations. Findings indicated that females provided writ-
ten comments of higher quality than male raters; how-
ever, only slight differences emerged across these two 
groups. The minor differences in feedback quality may 
have been a result of selection procedures when choos-
ing both male and female speakers of similar quality for 
raters to grade. Research has suggested that raters are 
more likely to rate students of the same sex more 
highly, and by averaging the scores across the four male 
and female speakers may have hindered our ability to 
obtain large differences in feedback quality. Moreover, 
power was significantly reduced when including speaker 
sex into the analysis of rater sex differences.  
Findings from these research questions do answer a 
number of concerns in regards to the quality of rater 
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feedback in the performance-based course. The assump-
tion that rater feedback would decline as speaker order 
increased was disproven, indicating that quality feed-
back was provided across all speakers. A significant is-
sue emerges from this and previous findings. Quigley 
(1998) pointed out that feedback on oral assignments 
benefits students most through “clear grading criteria, 
structured practice and specific feedback” (p. 48). How-
ever, these analyses suggest that not only were raters 
influenced by speaker order and quality when assigning 
scores, but they also appeared to be able to provide writ-
ten justification for those scores. One must consider how 
raters justify the grades they assigned in those in-
stances where significant increases or decreases in rat-
ings occurred. Book (1985) found that an improvement 
in speaking skills is directly related to effective feedback 
“in accordance with the assignment” (p. 22). Future re-
search examining the implication of speaker order and 
evaluation quality could attempt to determine how 
lower scores are justified to speakers. In situations 
where scores were reduced, feedback could ultimately 
cause a decline in presentation quality in the future.  
Despite the findings obtained in this analysis, there 
are a number of limitations that must be considered 
when interpreting the results from this study. First, 
even though extensive training occurred to familiarize 
raters with appropriate assessment methods, under-
graduate students were used in this analysis. There is 
some evidence to support the idea that less experienced 
evaluators may be more prone to experience rater error 
(Young, 1974). Second, because an incomplete experi-
mental design was utilized for this analysis, the selec-
tion of the speaker placement for each group may cause 
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the findings to over represent the potential of this phe-
nomenon. A complete experimental design would have 
required an additional 56 groups to achieve that total 
number of possible speaker combinations. From this 
analysis each of the groups demonstrated significant 
differences for at least one of the eight speeches and the 
percentage could drop significantly if a complete ex-
perimental design was performed. Third, the fact that 
raters had a difficult time making distinctions across 
presentations of varying quality may have been a result 
of the training procedures. Because raters were trained 
by evaluating individual presentations during each 
training session, rather than multiple presentations, 
may have had an impact on their ability to make clear 
distinctions across speakers. Finally, because raters 
were not required to interact with these speakers in the 
classroom, there may be some logic to suggest that they 
felt less inhibited in providing feedback and assigning 
overall scores. Watching speeches on videotape is not 
the same as a live experience in terms of the overall 
critical distance the mediated version provides. How-
ever, because raters had no previous contact with the 
presenters prior to assessment, the potential impact of 
the halo effect was eliminated as a type of rater error 
that may have emerged.  
Despite the above limitations, this study does have a 
number of practical implications for the basic course di-
rector. Although undergraduate raters were utilized, the 
training sessions made use of many of the same training 
procedures employed by basic course directors when 
training graduate teaching assistants. The findings 
suggest that GTA’s should be trained to understand the 
increased potential for rater error once fluctuations in 
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speaker quality exist. Furthermore, using training 
methods which focus on evaluations of single presenta-
tions followed by discussion may serve to increase the 
potential for rater error because this procedure does not 
accurately reflect what new GTA’s will face during a 
typical presentation day. Finally, directors who are 
faced with the decision to increase the number of 
speeches given by students in a given class period, must 
consider not only the pedagogical implications, but also 
the potential unfair advantage it places on the effective 
evaluation of student presentations. This study could 
potentially serve as a rationale for maintaining current 
course structures when administrative pressure begins 
to emerge.  
This study has demonstrated that when grade vari-
ability exists for a group of speakers, the placement of 
those speakers can significantly affect the final grade 
students are assigned. When examining previous re-
search utilizing a similar experimental design (Turman 
& Barton, 2003) with only four speakers and presenta-
tions of similar quality, no significant differences were 
obtained. Including four additional speakers, and better 
reflecting a typical speech day with inconsistent presen-
tation quality caused grade assignment across groups to 
change based on speaker order. Although future re-
search needs to be done, this study does show some 
promise in terms of the impact increased class size could 
have on student learning and their right to receive fair 
and accurate assessment. In addition, these findings 
should be valuable for administrators who insist that 
increasing class size is the first option for reducing costs 
in the basic course. In the face of increasing demands 
for accountability, the more that educated planning de-
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cisions can be made the more likely students are to ob-
tain a better, more equitable education.  
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Table 2 
Mean Scores Assigned by Groups for Presentations 
 Presentation Type and Grade 
Rater Group A-1 A-2 B-1 B-2 C-1 C-2 D-1 D-2 
1 82.00 83.70 71.10 82.30a 74.90 78.00a 66.40 58.90 
2 84.70 83.80 71.80 79.60 72.50 74.20ab 66.50 60.80 
3 81.50 81.00 73.80 78.70 75.70 74.50ab 66.10 56.90 
4 83.22 85.44 76.88a 79.33 73.77 72.77ab 67.66 54.44 
5 83.77 67.44a 77.44a 76.55ab 78.22 77.44a 81.66a 71.22a 
6 82.88 68.66a 76.22a 83.44 58.77a 76.11a 81.44a 76.22a 
7 73.90a 50.90b 78.20a 75.90ab 83.30b 69.30abc 68.70 60.80 
8 56.55b 64.00a 72.77 83.66a 74.55 69.44abc 68.88 77.88a 
Total 78.67 73.21 74.72 79.89 74.10 74.07 70.71 64.36 
Note: Means displaying different subscripts in the same column differ at p < .05.  
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Figure 1. Interaction Effect for presentation A-1 and D-2 
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Written feedback is one way in which instructors in-
form students on how to maintain, alter, or improve per-
formance (Book & Wynkoop-Simmons, 1980). One of the 
goals of feedback is to facilitate learning by instructing 
students on where, why, and how to make improve-
ments (Whitman, 1987). However, potential problems 
arise in the classroom when students view the instruc-
tor’s feedback (either verbal or written) as face threat-
ening. This is a particularly salient concern in the pub-
lic speaking classroom where students find themselves 
the focus of everyone in the classroom. 
According to Goffman (1967), the term “face” refers 
to the public self-identity that each person claims dur-
ing a specific interaction and is comprised of two specific 
types of face wants: positive face and negative face 
(Brown & Levinson, 1987). Positive face involves one’s 
need to be liked, approved of, and appreciated. Negative 
face involves one’s need for autonomy or claim to terri-
tory and possessions.  
The college classroom contains several inherent 
threats to students’ face. Instructors can help to miti-
gate these threats when commenting on a student’s 
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work by balancing course content (informational exper-
tise) and relational content (including use of facework 
strategies) (Frymier & Houser, 2000). In this study, we 
apply politeness theory to instructor written feedback in 
order to develop a more concrete understanding of the 
pedagogical utility of feedback practices in the basic 
public speaking course. Specifically, we explore the 
types of feedback that instructors use in the classroom 
as well as students’ perceptions of the usefulness of such 
feedback. It is our contention that a better understand-
ing of this pedagogical practice can assist instructors in 
their efforts to refine their feedback strategies and thus 
contribute to improved student learning and satisfac-
tion. In order to understand the implications of polite-
ness theory in terms of instructor feedback, it is first 
necessary to explore notions of face. 
 
FACE AND FACEWORK 
Face is comprised of two specific kinds of desires or 
face wants: positive and negative face. Brown and 
Levinson (1987) argue that all rational, willful, fluent 
speakers of a natural language have positive and nega-
tive face. Positive face is “the positive consistent self-
image or personality (crucially including the desire that 
this self-image be appreciated and approved of) claimed 
by interactants” (p. 61). To have concern for a person’s 
positive face is to show approval of their accomplish-
ments or character, or to demonstrate that they are con-
sidered likable and a worthy companion (Metts, 1997).  
Brown and Levinson (1987) define negative face as 
“the basic claim to territories, personal preserves, rights 
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to non-distraction — i.e. to freedom of action and 
freedom from imposition” (p. 61). To have concern for a 
person’s negative face is to avoid imposing on their time 
or belongings, to show respect for their privacy, to avoid 
intrusive behaviors, and to advocate their autonomy and 
independence (Metts, 1997). Brown and Levinson (1987) 
state that, in general, it is in everyone’s mutual interest 
to maintain each other’s face. However, some acts will 
intrinsically threaten face. Communicative acts that 
threaten face are known as face threatening acts 
(FTAs). Some of these inherent FTAs include requests, 
criticism, and advice (Metts, 1997). 
Brown and Levinson (1987) argue that when there is 
a threat to the addressee’s face, the speaker should seek 
to minimize the face threat of the FTA. Hodgins, Lie-
beskind and Schwartz (1996) argue that the one who 
initiates the FTA plays an important role in trying to 
restore and repair the damage done to the addressee’s 
face. There are a variety of ways in which interactants 
can help to prevent the loss of face or help to restore 
face once lost (Metts, 1997). These communicative de-
vices are known as facework. One way to try to mini-
mize the loss of face when doing a FTA is by using posi-
tive politeness and negative politeness. Positive polite-
ness is oriented towards the addressee’s positive face 
(Brown & Levinson, 1987). As Metts (1997) notes, posi-
tive politeness in manifested is such communicative acts 
as claiming common ground, indicating that the listener 
is admirable, being responsive to the listener’s needs, 
exaggerating approval, including listener in activities, 
seeking agreement and avoiding disagreement, joking 
and giving gifts. Although each supportive message can 
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lessen the loss of face, too much support can do more 
harm than good (LaGaipa, 1990).  
Negative politeness is oriented towards the ad-
dressee’s negative face (Brown & Levinson, 1987). 
Again, Metts (1997) describes negative politeness as 
being manifested in such communicative acts as pro-
viding a listener with several options, hedging while 
making a request, avoiding the use of coercion, showing 
deference, apologizing, and being vague or ambiguous. 
The notion of face has a direct application to the class-
room given that feedback is potentially an FTA. 
 
FEEDBACK IN THE COLLEGE CLASSROOM 
An instructor’s written comments not only evaluate 
(or criticize) the student’s work, but the instructor will 
also offer advice or make requests on how to improve. It 
seems as if a student’s face is especially vulnerable or 
“exposed” in a speech communication classroom. Sud-
denly a student finds him or herself the focus of atten-
tion of not just the teacher, but twenty or so other stu-
dents. In no other class should face concerns be more 
apparent than in a public speaking class. Those who 
have taught the basic course recognize that the fear of 
speaking in public is a common fear among students 
(Ellis, 1995). These anxieties or fears may stem from the 
fact that when a person is speaking in front of a group, 
their face becomes quite vulnerable in a very public set-
ting. In the classroom, a student’s face is left unguarded 
during the actual performance. In addition, the instruc-
tor threatens the student’s face by writing comments 
about how the speech flowed, how well it was delivered, 
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how the speech was introduced, how interesting the 
topic was, and so on. Robinson (1997) states that it is 
crucial for instructors to find ways to help students 
manage their speech anxieties in a supportive atmos-
phere. 
College instructors can create a climate ripe for 
learning by using feedback effectively (Whitman, 1987). 
Robinson (1997) suggests that providing feedback on 
students’ work is one of the key elements to creating a 
positive, supportive classroom environment. Because 
feedback is such an intrinsic FTA, an instructor needs 
to write comments in a way that helps to mitigate the 
threat to face. Kerssen-Griep (2001) encourages teach-
ers to be vigilant about face-support during all instruc-
tional interactions. Similarly, Frymier and Houser 
(2000) argue that ego support serves as a significant 
predictor of learning and motivation. Ego support in-
volves encouragement and confirmation. Students look 
to their instructors for more than basic knowledge. They 
want their instructors to help them feel good about 
themselves and feel in control of their environment. In 
other words, students want teachers to support their 
positive face needs. 
Whether an instructor uses feedback to facilitate 
learning, improve speech performance, reduce stress, or 
as a motivational tool, feedback is an essential part of 
the basic public speaking course. Rubin, Welch and 
Buerkel (1995) argue that learning has taken place in a 
speech communication classroom if students show im-
provement in speaking skills or knowledge. Feedback is 
one common method used by instructors to inform stu-
dents what aspects of their performance were sufficient 
and what needs to be improved. Book and Wynkoop-
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Simmons (1980) argue that feedback plays an important 
role when attempting to improve or modify a student’s 
behavior.  
Instructors commonly use some form of written 
feedback to improve performances in the basic public 
speaking course. This may best be accomplished by 
utilizing comments that would inherently threaten a 
student’s face. An instructor could tell a student where 
their performance was lacking (e.g., you did not have 
enough eye contact, a positive face threat), and expect 
the student to know how to go about making improve-
ments. Better yet, an instructor could specifically in-
struct the student on how to improve (e.g., try to prac-
tice looking at the entire audience, not just the right 
side of the room, a negative face threat). 
McKeachie (1999) notes that, up to a point, the more 
specific feedback an instructor can give the student, the 
greater the learning that takes place. He goes on to 
qualify that statement by suggesting that a student can 
become overloaded if an overabundance of feedback is 
given. Book and Wynkoop-Simmons (1980) state that 
when compared to students who received no written 
teacher feedback, students who were given specific 
feedback showed significant improvement on pre- and 
post classroom tests. Their research demonstrates that 
automistic, impersonal, negative criticism is rated by 
students as being the most helpful type of feedback. 
Automistic feedback is given on specific elements of the 
speech, impersonal feedback deals with the principles of 
good speaking, and negative criticism points out weak-
nesses and suggests improvement (Book & Wynkoop-
Simmons, 1980). In terms of face, automistic, imper-
sonal, negative criticism would be classified as specific 
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comments that threaten the student’s negative face. 
Holistic, personal, positive comments were rated by stu-
dents as the least helpful type of feedback. Holistic 
feedback comments on the overall performance, per-
sonal feedback deals with that student’s (or the instruc-
tor’s) personal life or attitude, and positive comments 
tell the student what they did correctly (Book & 
Wynkoop-Simmons, 1980). Similarly, holistic, personal, 
positive feedback would be classified as general com-
ments that either threaten the student’s positive face or 
comments that would be classified as positive polite-
ness. McKeachie (1999) suggests that helpful comments 
are an appropriate type of feedback when pointing out 
the errors in a student’s speech. Helpful comments do 
not simply note that the error occurred, but also provide 
insight on how to improve. Importantly, positive and 
negative comments need to be balanced to motivate a 
student to improve (McKeachie, 1999). 
Surprisingly, neither Goffman’s (1967) notion of face 
nor Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory is 
utilized in the current research regarding teacher feed-
back. One of the goals of feedback is to help the student 
make improvements and facilitate learning. For a stu-
dent to improve she/he has to make some changes before 
completing the next assignment. According to Wilson 
and Kunkel (2000), trying to alter another person’s be-
havior is an intrinsic FTA.  
 
STUDY ONE 
It has been established that teacher feedback is po-
tentially an FTA. However, it is not clear if instructors 
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find it necessary to use politeness to mitigate the FTA, 
since feedback is an expected occurrence in the class-
room setting. Therefore, the following research question 
was posed: 
RQ1: How, if at all, will an instructor use positive 
or negative politeness when providing feed-
back on students’ speeches? 
Although both positive and negative feedback is to 
be expected in a classroom setting, instructors must be 
able to balance the types of comments. Too much criti-
cism or negative feedback (threats to positive and nega-
tive face) might crush a student’s motivation for trying 
to improve. On the other hand, too much social support 
or positive feedback (positive and negative politeness) 
may make a student with a less than perfect grade feel 
that the grade was unjustified. Thus, to determine the 
relationship that exists between these variables the fol-
lowing research question was posited:  
RQ2: What is the relationship between the na-
ture of the instructor’s comments and the 
grades received on students’ speeches? 
When giving feedback, an instructor can write com-
ments that threaten the student’s positive or negative 
face. The instructor can also use positive and negative 
politeness to help mitigate the FTA. Regardless of the 
specific type of comment an instructor writes, it seems 
obvious that to help the student make improvements, 
the instructor would be more willing to threaten a stu-
dent’s negative face, rather than a student’s positive 
face. It is unlikely that threatening a student’s self-im-
age would motivate them to improve, reduce their 
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stress, or facilitate learning. However, students may 
give up some of their autonomy to make improvements 
for their next performance. In fact, many researchers 
suggest that negative face threats are the most helpful 
type of feedback, and this type of comment is the feed-
back that the student most desires (Book & Wynkoop-
Simmons, 1980; McKeachie, 1999; Whitman, 1987). Im-
portantly, research indicates that instructors should not 
overwhelm students with so many negative face threats 
that they become discouraged (Book & Wynkoop-Sim-
mons, 1980). This leads to the following hypothesis: 
H1: When giving written feedback on a speech 
performance, an instructor will write more 
comments that threaten the student’s nega-
tive face than comments that threaten the 
student’s positive face. 
 
METHOD 
Instructor evaluations for informative speeches 
(n=107) were extracted from a previously collected data 
set of 115 portfolios.1 Seven of the instructor evaluations 
were excluded from this study due to illegible writing 
and poor copy quality. The original portfolios were 
collected at the end of the first full year of the General 
Education program at a large Midwestern university 
                                               
1 These assessment portfolios include all of the students’ written 
work and speech materials (instructor, peer, and self evaluation 
forms, speech lab documentation, speech outlines) for the three 
major speeches (informative, group, and persuasive) in the basic 
course. 
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during the spring of 1999. The portfolios represented a 
random sample of 10% of the population of students 
enrolled in the course during that semester. An addi-
tional fifty interviews with students who were enrolled 
in a basic public speaking course at the same university 
were conducted and their evaluation forms for the 
informative speech collected in the fall of 2000 were 
included. 
 
Category Definitions 
To answer the hypothesis and research questions, 
feedback on the instructor evaluation forms were coded 
into four feedback categories based on Brown and 
Levinson’s (1987) Politeness Theory: positive face 
threats, negative face threats, positive politeness, and 
negative politeness. Positive face threats included both 
negative personal comments about the student as a 
speaker as well as negative speech comments. Negative 
face threats are those comments which instruct the stu-
dent what they need to do for next time and suggests 
areas of improvement.  
Politeness messages include those comments in 
which instructors use feedback to meet student’s face 
needs, as well as prevent some inherent damage in light 
of the criticisms and violations to face. Positive polite-
ness includes those comments that mitigate positive 
face threats about the speech itself and the student’s 
presentation of the speech. Negative politeness includes 
messages that acknowledge the students’ negative face 
needs are being violated. These messages are a type of 
disclaimer. 
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Procedure 
The researchers trained two coders (both male). 
Both of the coders were ‘layperson’ coders, meaning that 
neither of them are members of the communication or 
education disciplines. The coders independently ana-
lyzed 10% of the sample. Using Holsti’s (1968) formula, 
the inter-coder reliability was .80. After establishing in-
ter-coder reliability the data set was divided evenly be-
tween the coders. 
To code the instructor evaluation forms, tally marks 
were used to represent each feedback message written 
in one of several speech sections (outline and references, 
introduction, body, conclusion, delivery, and overall im-
pression). A coding form outlining each speech section 
was used to record the tally marks. Each tally mark 
represents the number of positive face threats, negative 
face threats, positive politeness comments and negative 
politeness comments in each speech section. These tally 
marks were counted to give total scores for each cate-
gory on every section of the speech as well as an overall 
total for the speech. Mixed messages (i.e., a message 
that included both negative politeness, as well as a 
negative face threat) were broken up into their smallest 
possible units to prevent frequency counts for compli-
cated combinations of messages. There was also a sec-
tion for noting points received in each individual section 
of the speech as well as the overall grade. Any com-
ments not addressing face were excluded from this 
study. For example, an instructor may jot down the out-
line of the speech as the student is speaking. This type 
of comment is more a note to one’s self (the evaluator) 
than a comment to the student. However, if when jot-
ting down the outline, the instructor would make a 
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comment to the student (e.g., “oops, you forgot to justify 
your point”), the comment would be included in the body 
section of the speech as a threat to the student’s positive 
face. 
 
RESULTS 
Descriptive statistics were calculated for the stu-
dents’ grades on the informative speech (M = 80.63, SD 
= 6.83, n = 103). A frequency distribution was run to an-
swer research question one (do instructors use positive 
politeness and negative politeness) and to provide an 
overview of the types of comments’ instructors wrote on 
informative speech evaluations. The results are shown 
in Table 1.  
Research question two examined the relationship be-
tween the nature of the comments and the grade the 
student received. A Pearson product-moment correlation  
 
 
Table 1 
Frequency of Instructor Comments By Type of Message 
 
Positive 
Face 
Threats 
Negative 
Face 
Threats 
Positive 
Politeness 
Negative 
Politeness 
 
Total 
Outline 35 41 60 0 136 
Introduction 80 65 221 1 368 
Body 111 103 320 2 535 
Conclusion 48 56 121 0 225 
Delivery 125 247 166 0 538 
Overall 87 74 231 0 392 
Total 486 586 1119 3  
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was run pairing the grades the student’s received with 
each of the four types of instructor comments (i.e., raw 
speech grades were correlated with the number of com-
ments provided in each category by the instructor). 
These results yielded three significant correlations. The 
student’s grade held a negative relationship in regard to 
positive face threats (r = –.51, p < .01). As the student’s 
grade increased, the instructor wrote fewer comments 
that threatened their positive face. The student’s grade 
and negative face threats also shared an inverse rela-
tionship (r = –.37, p < .01). As the student’s grade in-
creased, the number of comments that threaten their 
negative face decreased. However, the results yielded a 
positive relationship between the student’s grade and 
positive politeness (r = .37, p < .01). As the student’s 
grade increased, so did the number of positive politeness 
comments. Given a lack of comments that utilized nega-
tive politeness, correlations could not be reported. 
Hypothesis one suggested that an instructor would 
write more comments that threaten the student’s nega-
tive face than comments that threatens the student’s 
positive face. Results demonstrate that there was a dif-
ference between the number of comments that instruc-
tors wrote threatening students’ negative face (n = 586) 
versus those threatening students’ positive face (n = 
486). 
 
DISCUSSION 
The goal of Study 1 was to examine the types of 
comments instructors offer to students when they pro-
vide written feedback and to explore the relationship 
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between these comments and students’ grades. In terms 
of the first research question, the results indicate that 
positive politeness is the most common type of message 
the student receives. The results yielded more positive 
politeness messages than all other types of feedback 
combined. One possible reason for instructors choosing 
to use positive politeness messages is that instructors 
are trying to encourage their students by using ego (so-
cial) support. Frymier and Houser (2000) suggest that 
ego support serves as one communication skill that pre-
dicts learning and motivation, and that students look to 
their instructors for praise and encouragement. The in-
structors in this study may be trying to fulfill the stu-
dent’s positive face needs. Moreover, the instructors 
may have felt the need to exaggerate approval in some 
areas of the speech to mitigate other FTAs in the 
evaluation process. In addition, given that the informa-
tive speech was the first major graded speech completed 
by students, the instructors may have been more likely 
to provide students with more positive comments that 
encouraged them for continuation in the course. 
Another potential explanation for the sheer volume 
of positive politeness messages would be that those were 
the comments the students deserved. However, upon 
further review of the results it is suggested that this 
former explanation is not the case considering the aver-
age grade in this study was a low B. With the over-
whelming use of positive politeness messages, it is no 
wonder that the students’ grades were so high. In fact, 
this may be a significant contributor to course grade in-
flation. Perhaps the instructors, unable or unwilling to 
give constructive feedback, were forced to assign high 
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grades to speeches because they lacked the ability to 
justify negative criticism to their students.  
Another interesting finding related to the delivery 
section of the speech. This is the only section of the 
speech where instructors felt it necessary to threaten 
the students’ negative face. There were nearly twice as 
many negative face threats coded in the delivery section 
as positive face threats. One possible explanation for 
this finding is that instructors may have felt more com-
fortable making suggestions for improvement when they 
focused on delivery skills. Importantly, this finding may 
reflect the fact that much of current training for the ba-
sic course focuses on assessing student delivery. This 
implies that basic course directors should be careful to 
design training programs that prepare all who teach the 
course to assess all aspects of speech preparation and 
delivery. 
Only three negative politeness comments were given 
as written feedback in this study. The most obvious ex-
planation for this is the setting in which this study took 
place. Negative politeness is utilized when the act 
threatens the subject’s negative face (Brown & Levin-
son, 1987). In a classroom setting, it is unlikely that an 
instructor will feel the need to use communicative acts 
to restore a student’s negative face. Students accept and 
encourage comments that threaten their negative face. 
Goldsmith (2000) suggests that when the recipient in-
vites feedback (as is the case in a classroom setting), the 
feedback is likely to be viewed as constructive. She goes 
on to suggest that failing to give feedback when ex-
pected can be viewed as a lack of caring or concern (a 
threat to positive face). Because negative face threats 
are warranted in a classroom setting, it is not surprising 
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that instructors did not feel the need to “soften the 
blow” by using negative politeness. 
The second research question examined the relation-
ship between the nature of the comments and the grade 
the student received. The results yielded significant cor-
relations for positive face, negative face, and positive 
politeness and the student’s grade. The results suggest 
an inverse relationship between the students’ grade and 
the number of comments that threaten the students’ 
face. For example, the higher the grade the student re-
ceived, the less likely it was for the instructor to point 
out what they did wrong. For students who received 
lower grades, there were more comments that threat-
ened their positive face. The number of negative face 
threats was also inversely related to students’ grades. 
Again, the higher the student’s grade, the fewer com-
ments that threaten the student’s negative face (com-
ments that instructed the student on how to improve). 
The result for the number of positive politeness mes-
sages and the students’ grade yielded a positive rela-
tionship. The more positive politeness messages an in-
structor wrote on an evaluation, the higher the stu-
dents’ grade. The explanation for these results is really 
quite simple. The higher the grade the more praise the 
student received. As grades begin to fall, the instructor 
gives an increasing amount of feedback telling the stu-
dent what they did wrong and suggesting ways to im-
prove their speech. 
The hypothesis posed in this study suggested that an 
instructor would write more comments that threaten 
the student’s negative face than comments that threat-
ens the student’s positive face. There was support for 
this hypothesis. This is a refreshing discovery. In this 
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study, instructors were more willing to threaten the 
student’s face by suggesting how they should improve 
their speech versus just pointing out what they did 
wrong. The instructors in this study were willing to take 
the time to threaten the students’ negative face instead 
of just writing negative comments. For example, it takes 
more effort on the instructors part to threaten a stu-
dent’s negative face by stating “Try looking at both sides 
of the room during your speech” than to threaten their 
positive face (e.g., “Poor eye contact”). When instructors 
suggest ways for the students to make improvements, 
they are creating positive stress. According to Book and 
Wynkoop-Simmons (1980), positive stress can motivate 
students to take action. By threatening students’ nega-
tive face, the instructor is increasing their motivation to 
learn.  
 
STUDY TWO 
The type of comments an instructor writes on an 
evaluation is one way to use the notion of face to assess 
teacher feedback. But this information would only paint 
half of the picture. The types of feedback on an evalua-
tion have little worth until it is known what types of 
comments students are seeking. Book and Wynkoop-
Simmons (1980) found that students perceived automis-
tic, impersonal, negative comments as being the most 
helpful. McKeachie (1999) suggested that students 
would show the greatest motivation to improve when 
suggestions on how to improve are indicated. It is rea-
sonable for an instructor to expect a student to give up 
some of her/his autonomy to make improvements for 
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their next performance. On the other hand, Frymier and 
Houser (2000) suggest that students want their instruc-
tors to help them feel good about themselves and in con-
trol of their environment. Because there appears to be 
some inconsistencies with this body of literature, there 
needs to be further research to explain how students 
perceive instructor comments. Study 2 extended the ini-
tial research project by exploring the following question: 
RQ1: How do students perceive the instructor’s 
written speech comments? 
METHOD 
To answer this research question, interviews with 
students enrolled in the University’s basic public 
speaking class were conducted. Instructors of a basic 
speech course were contacted via e-mail and asked if 
they would be interested in allowing their students to 
participate. Several instructors replied, and offered ex-
tra credit for those students willing to participate. 
Students were asked to bring two photocopied forms 
of their instructor’s feedback and their self evaluations 
(for the informative speech only) with their names re-
dacted. Two different researchers conducted the inter-
views on alternating days. Signs were posted in two lo-
cations showing participants where to go. Upon a par-
ticipants’ arrival, she/he was first instructed to read and 
sign an informed consent form, and given a slip of paper 
to keep with the researchers’ information on it. The par-
ticipant was then asked for the photocopies of both the 
self-evaluation form as well as the instructor evaluation 
form. 
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A total of six instructors participated. All instructors 
offered extra credit to their students for participating. 
Although 93 students signed up, only 50 of these stu-
dents actually participated. There were more females (n 
= 41) than males (n = 9) in the study and the average 
age was 18.14 (SD = .35). In order to distinguish be-
tween the research participants, each was given a num-
ber (R1 – R50) upon their arrival. These participant 
codes will be used to identify the research participants 
throughout the remaining sections of this manuscript.  
 
Data Analysis 
The interviews were recorded and transcribed to 
analyze the data and answer the research question. The 
instructor evaluations were coded in the same manner 
described earlier. The purpose of the interview was to 
evaluate the student’s perceptions of the amount and 
type of feedback they received on their evaluation form 
by asking several probing questions.  
Along with these open-ended questions, students 
were asked to rank the instructors’ comments on several 
5-point (5 = high, 1 = low), Likert-type scales. Four 
scales were used to allow the students to quantify their 
perception of how fair the grade was (fair/unfair), how 
accurate the grade was (accurate/inaccurate), how help-
ful the feedback was, (very helpful/not helpful), and how 
well the comments explained why the student received 
their grade (explained well/explained poorly). 
The raw and reduced sets of data consisted of the in-
structors’ evaluation forms, transcriptions of the inter-
views, and the semantic differential scales. The inter-
pretive model suggested by Lindlof (1995), was used to 
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analyze the data. Emerging themes were identified after 
carefully reading through the interview transcripts. 
 
RESULTS 
Quantitative Data 
The research question probed students’ perceptions 
of the instructors’ feedback. The analysis began by ex-
amining the 5-point, Likert-type scales and conducting a 
frequency distribution among the different grade vari-
ables: fairness (M = 3.94, SD = .91, n = 50), accuracy (M 
= 3.84, SD = .96, n = 50), helpfulness (M = 3.80, SD = 
1.09, n = 50), and explanatory power (M = 3.37, SD = 
1.11, n = 49). 
To further quantify the research question, Pearson 
product-moment correlations were run pairing the four 
types of instructor comments and the student’s grade on  
 
 
Table 2 
Correlations Between Instructor Comments, Students’ 
Perceptions, and Speech Grade 
 Positive 
Face 
Threats 
Negative 
Face 
Threats 
Positive 
Politeness 
 
Grade 
Fairness .21 .21 –.10 –.31a 
Accuracy .21 .04 –.10 –.38b 
Helpfulness .07 –.13 .08 –.21 
Explanatory 
Power 
.16 .02 .01 –.15 
Note:  aCorrelation is significant at the .05 level bCorrelation is significant 
at the .01 level 
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the informative speech among the perceptions of the 
four grade variables. Table 2 shows the results of these 
correlations. The only significant correlations occurred 
when the student’s grade was paired with either fair-
ness or accuracy. Specifically, as the student’s grade in-
creased, the student’s perception of how fair and accu-
rate the grade was decreased. 
 
Qualitative Data 
Interviews were conducted with the students in or-
der to gain a more complete look at the student’s per-
ceptions of the instructor’s written comments. Three re-
occurring themes were identified. They are presented in 
this section, and supported with the interview data.  
Students Desire More FTAs. The first theme that 
emerged from the interviews was that the students de-
sired more comments that threatened their face. Book 
and Wynkoop-Simmons (1980) argue that feedback 
plays an important role when attempting to improve or 
modify a student’s behavior. The students in this study 
agreed, asking for more comments that threaten their 
negative face. They wanted to know what they were 
missing, what could have made this speech better. For 
example, the following student noted that his instructor 
deducted points on the speech without providing a ra-
tionale or explaining what he should do differently in 
the future: 
I’d like specifics on what [I] did wrong. I would have 
liked a few more negatives, stuff to work on. (R19) 
Students in this study wanted to have their autonomy 
violated. They would have liked for their instructor to 
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tell them what they need to improve to do better on 
future speeches. 
Not only did the students in this study desire more 
comments that threatened their negative face, but they 
also wanted more positive face threats. When students 
received a grade lower than expected, they wanted to 
know why. One student felt her grade was unjustified. 
She had expected a higher grade and wanted her in-
structor to write more feedback about why she received 
a low grade: 
What I don’t understand is her grading. The only 
thing I did wrong according to these comments is look 
at my note cards too much. Why would I get an 83% 
for that? I wish she would write more things I need to 
work on to justify the grade that I got. (R47)  
For learning to take place, students have to know 
what they did wrong and more importantly, how to cor-
rect the mistake. Instructors need to threaten the stu-
dents face for the students to learn. Instructors who are 
using positive face threats are stating what the student 
did wrong, but are not necessarily motivating the stu-
dent to improve. However, if an instructor chooses to 
use negative face threats, not only are they stating 
where the mistake occurred, but they are also providing 
suggestions for improvement. 
Students Become Frustrated with too many Positive 
Politeness Messages. Frymier and Houser (2000) suggest 
that students look to their instructors for more than ba-
sic knowledge. They want their instructors to help them 
feel good about themselves (support their positive face 
needs). However, a theme that emerged in this study 
was that instructors provided too many positive polite-
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ness messages as feedback. This was a particularly sali-
ent issue for students when the grade did not reflect 
these comments. For example, some of the students fo-
cused on why individual points were being taken off. 
One student became frustrated when an instructor sub-
tracted points, but only offered positive politeness as 
feedback. When positive politeness is the only type of 
comment written in a section, this student expected to 
receive the full amount of points available: 
I think it [the grade] is fair, but it’s frustrating be-
cause it says “good, good, good,” and I never get the 
full points on that. I don’t understand how you get a 
twenty-four out of thirty even though everything is 
pretty much good. (R8) 
Another student felt that the excess of positive polite-
ness feedback should have resulted in a better grade: 
She said “good” on stuff, but then I got a lower grade 
than I expected. She put excellent here, and good 
here, and good here, and then took off five points and 
didn’t explain why. (R11) 
Students in this study suggested that there were too 
many positive politeness messages to justify the low 
grade they received. 
Students Deem Specific Written Feedback as Most 
Helpful. The third re-occurring theme that emerged 
from the interviews with the students is that specific 
written feedback is the most helpful. The first set of 
data came from students who received vague comments. 
The meaning of a vague instructor comment confused 
the first student:  
I needed to know what he wanted specifically. I also 
needed to know what certain comments meant, like, 
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“make it real.” He needs to give comments that ex-
plain more, they need to be specific. (R10) 
Another type of vague comment those students 
found as inadequate feedback were a system of pluses, 
minuses, and various other marks. One student wanted 
more concrete information from her instructor. She was 
unhappy with the obscure coding system the instructor 
used: 
There were just a lot of pluses, which is good, but in 
my mind he didn’t give enough reinforcement. He 
really needs to elaborate in places. I want more than 
just a plus. (R26) 
The meaning of the symbolic feedback also confused a 
second student. She desired a more specific type of feed-
back: 
The comments were not specific enough. [They needed 
to be] more specific or get a chance to explain what 
the pluses mean. (R29) 
Students seemed most appreciative of instructor feed-
back that was directed at specific elements of the 
speech. For example, one student commented on the 
helpfulness of the specific comments as well as the nice 
balance between positive politeness messages and face 
threats. This student noted that the comments that 
were the most helpful told her specifically how to im-
prove:  
My instructor’s comments were very helpful. They tell 
me specifically what I need to work on and what my 
strengths and weaknesses were. (R12) 
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Some students gave examples of this type of comment. A 
motivated student discusses why she liked the specific 
feedback her instructor wrote: 
She pointed out specific examples, like she pointed out 
some of the vocal fillers that I used. [For example] 
there’s a visual aid I didn’t put the proper citation on. 
I’ll do that next time. She gave me some examples of 
stuff I did like “you know.” I’ll try to avoid the phrase. 
(R39) 
Students who received specific written feedback deemed 
it as the most helpful type of comment. Students also 
found it helpful when their instructor identified what 
the student did wrong and noted specifically how to cor-
rect the mistake in the future. Regardless of which type 
of comment the instructor is trying to convey, students 
deem specific suggestions as the most helpful. 
 
DISCUSSION 
The purpose of Study 2 was to examine students’ 
perceptions of instructor feedback in order to determine 
the types of feedback students deem the most helpful. 
First, an attempt was made to determine how students 
perceived the grade they received on their speech. Sev-
enty-six percent of the students felt that the grade they 
received on the speech was fair, and 70% perceived their 
grade to be accurate. The high percentages are encour-
aging because even though students may not have been 
happy with the grade they received, they, for the most 
part, still perceived the grade to be accurate and fair. 
Although the students’ perception of the helpfulness of 
the comments they received on their speech was a lower 
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percentage, the number is also promising. Sixty-eight 
percent of the students perceived the feedback they re-
ceived on their speech to be helpful. However, only 46% 
of the students perceived their feedback as having ex-
planatory power. This percentage is lower than it should 
be. Less than half of the students in this study felt that 
the feedback they received explained what they did 
wrong or how to improve. One of the goals of feedback is 
to encourage learning (McKeachie, 1999). When instruc-
tors give feedback that lacks explanatory power, they 
are denying the students their greatest potential to 
learn. This can also set up the potential for student-
teacher conflict. 
This study also examined the students’ perception of 
the grade in light of the number of FTAs and positive 
politeness comments. Most of the correlations yielded 
insignificant results. The students’ perception of the 
fairness, accuracy, helpfulness, and explanatory power 
did not change in terms of the number of positive face 
comments, negative face comments, or positive polite-
ness comments. However, when correlating the stu-
dents’ grade with the fairness and accuracy constructs, 
significant results were found. In this study, both fair-
ness and accuracy have an inverse relationship with the 
students’ grade. While this finding cannot be fully un-
derstood by this research, it warrants further investiga-
tion in the future. 
The interviews with the students provided further 
insight into the research question for Study 2. Three re-
occurring themes were found: 1) students desire more 
FTAs, 2) students become frustrated with too much 
positive politeness, and 3) students deem specific writ-
ten feedback as most helpful. The first of these themes 
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indicates that the instructors in this study needed to 
write more comments that threaten the students’ face. 
This theme is consistent with extant literature indicat-
ing that feedback should challenge students to make 
improvements before their next performance (Book & 
Wynkoop-Simmons, 1980; Whitman, 1987). Students in 
this study wanted to know what they did wrong (posi-
tive face threats), and more importantly, how to improve 
(negative face threats). These types of comments are es-
pecially important when students receive a grade lower 
than expected. Instructors need to justify why points are 
being taken off, and make suggestions for improve-
ments.  
The second theme suggested that the instructors in 
this study were trying too hard to protect the students’ 
face. Positive politeness messages should be used to 
note a high point in students’ performance. However, 
this research suggests that students perceived the feed-
back they received as having too many positive polite-
ness comments in light of the grade the received. Con-
sistent with past research on teacher feedback, this type 
of comment was perceived as being the least helpful 
(Book & Wynkoop-Simmons, 1980). Although many of 
the students admit that they appreciate some positive 
politeness, too many comments do not justify a lower 
than expected grade. Again, in the students’ perception, 
an overabundance of positive politeness comments 
should result in a high grade. When students receive 
overwhelmingly positive comments (e.g.,  “good,” 
“great,” “++,” “wow!”) they expect to receive a grade that 
reflects the comments. The students in this study re-
ceived similar comments without a superior grade. This 
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led to the students feeling frustrated and may have de-
creased their motivation for learning.  
The third theme uncovered by this study was that 
specific written feedback was the most helpful type of 
comment. This finding supports Book and Wynkoop-
Simmons (1980) research that suggests students per-
ceive automistic, impersonal, negative as being the most 
helpful. First, students reported that vague comments 
were not only confusing but also frustrating. Some of 
the comments that students were receiving were vague 
statements that lacked meaning. The most frustrating 
type of feedback was a system of pluses, minuses, check 
marks, and squiggly lines. None of the students in this 
study liked this type of comment, and most were dis-
couraged that their instructor only offered this type of 
feedback on their speech. The most satisfied students 
were the ones who received specific comments, particu-
larly those who received comments that told them how 
to make improvements before their next speech.  
 
OVERALL CONSIDERATIONS 
Taken together, the results of these two studies sug-
gest that a student who receives a lower grade will also 
receive more face threats, and a student who receives a 
higher grade will receive more positive politeness. Stu-
dents were also found to perceive their grade as fair, ac-
curate, and the feedback as helpful. These results may 
lead readers to infer that instructors are doing a fine job 
of providing feedback to students. However, when inter-
views were conducted with the students, their percep-
tions of the feedback were less positive. Simply put, stu-
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dents felt their instructors were too polite in the feed-
back provided. Positive politeness was the most preva-
lent type of feedback given by the instructor. However, 
students desire specific feedback that threatens their 
face and, more specifically, suggests ways to improve.  
To motivate learning, instructors need to increase 
the number of specific negative face threats while de-
creasing the number of positive politeness comments. 
Instructors need to be careful about using too many ge-
neric positive politeness statements (e.g., “good,” “wow,” 
“great job,” and “super”). This type of feedback does not 
provide the student with new knowledge that they can 
use to improve their speech performances. For the most 
part, the students commented that they knew when 
they were doing something right. This research does not 
suggest that these types of comments are useless; how-
ever, they should be sincere and used in moderation. 
Positive politeness messages need to be given as feed-
back so students know when they are meeting (or ex-
ceeding) expectations. In fact, Goldsmith (2000) sug-
gests that failing to give feedback when expected could 
be viewed as a lack of caring or concern (a threat to 
positive face). To better utilize positive politeness in-
structors need to answer the following question: Why 
was it good? The instructor needs to make specific posi-
tive politeness comments (e.g., “Your use of statistics 
really helped to clarify your argument,” “You chose a 
good concrete organizational pattern for this speech, it 
helped your speech to flow beautifully,” “Wow what a 
closing! It will really make your audience think”). By 
specifically addressing the student’s speech, the student 
knows exactly what they did right and they can con-
tinue that course of action for the next speech.  
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A student who improves from one speech perform-
ance to the next is a student who has engaged in learn-
ing. If an instructor wants their students to learn by 
giving a speech performance, she/he must provide writ-
ten feedback that threatens the students’ face. A posi-
tive face threat occurs when the instructor observes an 
“error” in the speech or in the performance. This type of 
feedback should not be degrading if it is to be effective 
(e.g., “You needed to have a more inviting attention get-
ter,” “Four sources are needed to meet the requirements 
of this speech,” “You forgot to preview your close”). An 
even better strategy for instructors to use is to threaten 
students’ negative face. This type of comment suggests 
specific ways for the student to improve, and thus learn 
(e.g., “You need try to have eye contact with your audi-
ence for longer periods of time,” “Be sure that you cite 
information from a source with their name and the pub-
lication date,” “Your next visual aid should be presented 
in at least a twenty point font so your audience can see 
it clearly”). 
It is also important to note that many of the stu-
dents who participated in the interviews seemed overly 
concerned with why they lost points. These students as-
sumed that they should have been awarded full points 
on a section unless they failed to include a required 
element (e.g., attention getter in the introduction). In 
other words, they indicated they should have been 
awarded full credit if they simply made a good faith ef-
fort to include all of the required elements in the speech. 
Students had a difficult time understanding that there 
are qualitative differences between an “A” and “B” for 
elements such as the attention getter in the introduc-
tion. As speech teachers, we expect our students to earn 
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the points that are given in each section. In light of this 
observation, a student whose instructor wrote, “good,” 
“good,” “good,” in a particular section should have re-
ceived a B on their speech. The student’s speech was 
above average, but not superior. Most of the partici-
pants in this study were first year students and may 
have expected grades to be given instead of earned (see 
Leamnson, 1999 for a detailed description of this phe-
nomenon). One student puts it best when she says, “I 
guess I’m just used to high school grading” (R41). This 
finding highlights the need for instructors to communi-
cate their expectations to students—to let them know 
what it takes to earn an “A” on the speech. 
The results of these two studies have clear implica-
tions for basic course directors. Training programs 
should be developed to teach instructors how to provide 
specific positive and negative face threats for students. 
This training could provide information on facework 
theory so that instructors feel more comfortable with 
providing this kind of feedback to students. In addition, 
training could focus on the relationship between the 
kinds of comments provided and grades received based 
on published criteria. This, in turn, could affect grade 
inflation practices in the basic communication course as 
well as increase rater reliability across sections. 
No study is without limitations. One limitation of 
this study can be identified in the nature of those who 
participated in the interviews. First, the sample seems 
overly represented by women. Although we discovered 
no identifiable differences based on sex (the women and 
men in the sample offered the same types of comments), 
future studies should seek a more balanced sample. 
Similarly, we may have had a self-selection bias with 
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this sample. In other words, it is possible that many of 
those who showed up to be interviewed were students 
with a complaint about their grade. Again, this limita-
tion should be taken with a grain of salt given that the 
vast majority of participants reported that they felt the 
grade they received was fair. 
Another limitation is noted when examining the 
measures used in Study 2. The Likert-type items could 
not be tested for reliability because there was only one 
item for each construct. To correct this, future studies 
will need to develop measures with multiple items for 
each of the constructs. 
The use of face in the college classroom warrants 
further research. The next logical step would be to train 
instructors to be face sensitive when giving written 
feedback to determine whether or not the students’ per-
ception of the feedback would change. This research 
could only take place provided that the students are 
aware of the instructors grading system, as discussed 
earlier. In future research, a group of instructors would 
be made aware of the conclusions drawn in this study, 
and trained how to give better written feedback. In-
structors would be educated to give specific written 
feedback that violates the student’s negative face when 
noting an error in the student’s speech, and more com-
plete positive politeness when complimenting the stu-
dent for a job well done. The student’s perceptions of the 
feedback would be recorded for the “trained” group of 
instructors as well as for an “untrained” group (control 
group) of instructors. These groups could then be com-
pared and students’ perceptions measured to test the 
effectiveness of the training. 
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Another area of future research that could extend 
these findings to determine how students would respond 
to negative politeness (that they suggest they want) 
would be to establish an experimental design in which 
instructors are asked to provide comments that repre-
sent negative politeness and then have another set of 
instructors provide nothing but positive politeness mes-
sages. Researchers could then look to see how students 
in each of the groups respond to the feedback they re-
ceive from instructors. Such a study would help scholars 
identify whether or not students would be truly satisfied 
with this level of feedback. 
Beyond considering students’ face needs in regards 
to written feedback, scholars should explore these needs 
in student/teacher face-to-face interaction. These inter-
actions could occur during an in-class discussion, during 
a student/teacher conflict, or during the instructors’ of-
fice hours. What face saving strategies, if any, do in-
structors utilize during face-to-face interaction with 
their students? Does the dynamic of the conversation 
determine what types of face management techniques 
are employed? Many questions remain. 
This research provides a greater understanding of 
what types of written feedback instructors are providing 
their students, as well as the types of comments the 
students themselves would like to receive. Written feed-
back plays a crucial role in the learning process. Proper 
use of feedback can empower the student to make im-
provements and thus learn from the speaking experi-
ence. This research provides instructors with a good 
foundation to improve their ability to give students the 
kind of written feedback that promotes student learn-
ing. 
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Communication Lab Peer Facilitators: 
What’s In It for Them? 
M. Tanya Brann-Barrett 
Judith A. Rolls 
 
 
 
The notion of students tutoring students has had a 
long history within both formal and in informal learning 
environments. With roots dating back to before the first 
century, evidence suggests that even Aristotle used peer 
leaders to assist with his teaching (Wagner, 1982). A re-
view of contemporary literature indicates that peer tu-
toring, or peer facilitation as it is sometimes referred, 
has been implemented, developed, and researched in K 
through 12 (Boland-Willms, 1991; Fischer, 1999-2000; 
Fuchs, Fuchs, & Karns, 2001; Gaustad, 1993; Mathes, 
Howard, Allen, & Fuchs, 1998; Myrick & Bowman; 
1991; Olmscheid, 1999) as well as in higher education 
(Cafarella & Barnett, 2000; Martin & Arendale, 1992; 
Saunders, 1992; Smith, 2000; Sniad; 2000). The struc-
ture and goals of peer facilitation programs vary from 
institution to institution. Some are informal and un-
complicated, and simply link students who perform well 
academically with those who do not. Others require 
peers to provide each other with feedback on academic 
work. In more structured models, tutors are trained 
specifically for the role. 
Peer tutors have also been used extensively within 
the communication discipline to enhance students’ 
learning experiences (Hill, 1981; Webb & Lane, 1986). 
In fact, peer facilitators have played an integral role in 
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the development, execution, and growth of communica-
tion laboratories as a pedagogical learning model (Alley-
Young, 2000; Brann-Barrett & Sulliman, 2002; Grice & 
Cronin, 1992; Hobgood, 2000; Morreale, 1994; Rolls, 
1998; Sulliman & Brann-Barrett, 1999.) The over-
arching goal of communication labs is to provide a 
context where students can learn experientially. This 
comes in the form of one-on-one interactions, or small 
group sessions where the peer facilitator works with 
students to help them enhance their understanding of 
communication. Sometimes communication labs consist 
of large groups of students that come together specifi-
cally to engage in experiential learning exercises. Re-
gardless of how communication labs are set up, they 
typically feature peer facilitators, peer assistants, or peer 
consultants (depending on the individual characteristics 
or goal of the lab) to help fellow students. 
Attendance at communication labs can help students 
attain a variety of communication skills. Research has 
demonstrated that students respond well to experiential 
learning labs and learn to integrate concepts at the cog-
nitive, affective, and behavioural levels (Rolls, 1993). 
Clements (1995) notes that students who are exposed to 
experiential learning rate the value of and their interest 
in the subject matter higher than do lecture students 
and, they find experiential learning instructors more 
courteous and considerate than traditional lecturers. 
Further, both females and males learn equally well in 
communication labs (Rolls, 1997). 
Not only do students, or tutees, respond well to the 
experiential learning that occurs in communication labs, 
there is research to suggest that tutors or peer facilita-
tors also gain from the experience (Gaustad, 1993; Gen-
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semer, 2000; Goodland & Hurst, 1989; Grice & Cronin, 
1992; Olmscheid, 1999; Stauf, 1999; Topping, 1996). In 
fact, Topping (1996) notes the potential for mutual bene-
fits to be derived for both the tutee and the tutor when 
he defines peer tutoring as “people from similar social 
groupings who are not professional teachers helping 
each other to learn and learning themselves by teach-
ing”(p. 322). However, there is little to no research that 
examines the benefits that peer facilitators who run 
small group communication labs actually receive. Given 
the recent proliferation of, interest in, (Burnette, 1998; 
Ellis, Shockley-Zalabak & Hackman, 2000; Morreale, 
2001; Ratliffe & Hudson, 1987) and numbers of peer fa-
cilitators who participate in such centers, a study ex-
amining the benefits of tutoring for peer facilitators 
would be useful and relevant for communication peda-
gogy. From a more practical perspective, information 
garnered by the study could prove valuable to communi-
cation departments wishing to develop labs. If it can be 
demonstrated that such models are mutually beneficial 
to students and facilitators, institutions may be more 
willing to invest finances and human resources in this 
endeavor. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to 
gain an understanding of the perceived benefits that 
peer facilitators receive as a result of facilitating com-
munication labs that consist of small experiential 
learning groups. Specifically, the research question was: 
What benefits do peer facilitators derive from the peer 
facilitation process? 
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METHOD 
This study was intended as a preliminary explora-
tion of the benefits derived from peer facilitation. For 
this reason, focus groups were used to collect descriptive 
data. According to Lederman (1990), focus group inter-
views allow for the generation of rich data. She endorses 
focus groups as a data collection tool for assessing edu-
cational effectiveness in that if you want to know how 
students are doing, ask them. Further, the dynamic cre-
ated among group participants is often greater than the 
sum of the individuals.  
 
Participants 
Participants consisted of ten former peer facilitators 
who had worked in an undergraduate communication 
lab between September,1998 and April, 2002. Peer fa-
cilitators were male and female upper level students 
who maintained a 70 average (equivalent to a 3.0 grade 
point average). The number of semesters each partici-
pant worked in the lab varied from one to six, thus rep-
resenting both repeat and one-time-only peer facilita-
tors. At the time the focus groups were conducted, the 
facilitators had graduated within the past two years.  
Because focus groups are not selected by random 
sampling (Bloor, Frankland, Thomas & Robson, 2001, p. 
19), fifteen former peer facilitators were invited to par-
take in the study. While all were willing, five could not 
attend due to scheduling conflicts. The peer facilitators 
in this study satisfy what Krueger (1998) refers to as 
“”purposeful” sampling, whereby the researcher selects 
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participants based on the purpose of the study” (p. 71). 
The goal of the focus groups was to learn about the 
benefits of peer facilitating. Clearly, only those having 
had the experience could engage in such a discussion. 
This control of the group composition is referred to as 
segmentation (Morgan, 1997) and is related to homoge-
neity. For best results, focus group samplings should be 
homogeneous in focus experience but not in attitudes 
(Morgan, 1997). As Lederman (1990) notes, “It is the 
“group-of-like-kind” context which creates the freedom 
to discuss thoughts, feelings, and behaviors candidly”(p. 
118) and, it is this interaction among participants that 
makes the data unique (Bloor et al., 2001, p. 58).  
The lab sessions conducted by peer facilitators are a 
mandatory component of the two basic communication 
courses (Introduction to Interpersonal Communication 
and Introduction to Public Communication) that are de-
livered at the university. Students meet in regularly 
scheduled, small groups of five to seven participants and 
engage in experiential learning activities, practice for 
upcoming graded classroom performances, and complete 
subjective reflective journals of their lab experiences. 
Along with facilitating weekly lab sessions, peer facilita-
tors provide extensive written and verbal assessments 
of their students’ participation, assess their students’ 
subjective reflective journals, and maintain their stu-
dents’ files and records (Brann-Barrett, 2001). Facilita-
tors also maintain detailed logs of each session they fa-
cilitate and these are reviewed regularly by the lab co-
ordinator. Peer facilitators receive on-going training 
through attendance at weekly meetings. Each of these 
components helps to maintain a well-developed, fine-
tuned peer facilitation program.  
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Focus Group Format 
Two focus groups, each consisting of five peer facili-
tators and lasting approximately two hours, were held 
in the Communication Lab. The size of the groups is in 
keeping with social science research where the goal is to 
generate depth of information. Larger groups can in-
hibit discussion and self-disclosure, and be difficult to 
moderate (Bloor et al., 2001). Participants were pro-
vided total disclosure about the purpose of the study 
and each read and signed a consent form prior to par-
ticipation. Sessions were audio taped to ensure accuracy 
in recording comments. As is also recommended 
(Krueger, 1994, 1998; Kirby & McKenna, 1989), verbal 
and written field notes were made both during and after 
each session. These included first impressions, notes 
pertaining to the kinds of responses that emerged, and 
observation of communication climate and nonverbal 
cues. Krueger (1998) advises that focus groups be con-
ducted until a level of theoretical saturation has been 
reached; that is, until emergent themes became redun-
dant. Kirby and McKenna (1989) refer to this phenome-
non as “saturation of information” (p. 123). The re-
searchers were satisfied that this had occurred.  
Questions. The focus groups were conducted by one 
of the researchers and a moderately scheduled question 
format served as a guide (See Appendix A). Lederman 
(1990) states that questions used in focus groups should 
enable the researcher to answer the research question. 
Given that this was a preliminary inquiry into perceived 
benefits of facilitating, questions that could provide such 
information were developed. Although the questions 
were not pilot tested per se, potential study participants 
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were asked to review the guide for clarity and to suggest 
any questions that might be useful. 
Questions focused on how the peer facilitators’ expe-
rience affected participants’ role as students, under-
standing of communication theory, application process 
for further education, impact on career choice, profes-
sional life, and personal life. Facilitators were also given 
an opportunity to engage in informal group discussions 
pertinent to the subject matter.  
 
Analysis  
 Focus group data can be analyzed in a variety of 
ways (Bloor et al., 2001; Coffey & Atkinson, 1996; 
Krueger, 1994, 1998b; Lederman, 1990; Morgan, 1997). 
The system used for this study was adapted from those 
described by Nelson (1989), Krueger (1994; 1998), and 
Bloor et al. (2001). It consisted of three phases: tran-
scription, organization (coding), and interpretation. 
First, a transcription-based copy (Krueger, 1994; 1998) 
of the focus groups was made. The data were tran-
scribed verbatim and nonverbal vocal cues were re-
corded as well. This script served as the basis for the 
organization and interpretation stages of analysis. 
In the organization phase, the data are coded 
(Morgan, 1997) or indexed (Bloor et al, 2001). Aubel 
(1994) writes that: “Qualitative data are not neatly com-
partmentalized as are quantitative data. Data collectors 
are sometimes overwhelmed with the absence of order 
in the mass of data which they have collected. The 
coding process aims to organize the data in relation to 
the specific objectives of the study” (p.46). Bloor et al. 
(2001) note that index codes are broad at the onset and 
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become more focused as the analysis continues. In this 
study, responses were first computer color-coded ac-
cording to the three overarching and interwoven bene-
fits that were probed during the focus group discussions: 
academic, professional, and personal benefits. These 
topics were emphasized by participants in both groups 
and suggest what Morgan (1997) refers to as ‘group-to-
group validation’ (p. 63). He writes that, “…whenever a 
topic comes up, it generates a consistent level of energy 
among a consistent proportion of the participants across 
nearly all the groups” (p.63).  
After the initial color-coding into these broad topics, 
the data were copied and pasted into corresponding or-
ganized response files. Each file was then re-organized 
and further refined into emergent sub-categories of the 
perceived benefits, which were also color-coded and 
number labeled. Once these steps were completed, the 
original transcript was reviewed to ensure that descrip-
tors and comments were considered within the context 
they were delivered. Further, fieldnotes were also re-
viewed as they contained nonverbal observations and 
comments regarding the communication climate among 
the participants. When the emergent sub-categories 
were examined, it became evident that the benefits of 
engaging in the peer facilitator process might be 
grouped in terms of self-development, skill acquisition, 
and external rewards. These are further explained in 
the results section.  
 
Validity 
Steps were taken at each phase of the research proc-
ess to ensure that the results would be a valid reflection 
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of participants’ responses (Krueger, 1998). For instance, 
before the focus groups were conducted, potential 
participants reviewed the questions. During the actual 
group discussions, the moderator summarized par-
ticipants’ responses, provided “internal summaries,” 
(Lederman, 1990), sought clarification when necessary, 
and provided ample opportunity for addition comments, 
particularly at the end of the sessions. During the 
analysis, attention was also given to the context of the 
content and the accompanying nonverbal cues. These 
steps were deemed important in the analysis because 
they helped to create an accurate summary of the focus 
group conversations. 
 
RESULTS 
In the final analysis of the data where themes are 
reduced and combined to further understand and inter-
pret student comments, it became evident that engaging 
in the peer facilitation process resulted in three major 
outcomes: self-development, skill acquisition, and exter-
nal rewards. These results are explained and illustrated 
in this section. 
 
Self-Development 
The emergence of the sub-themes suggests that peer 
facilitators developed and matured as a result of the ex-
perience. For instance, they reported feeling a new 
sense of belonging, an increase in self-esteem and self-
confidence, more respect for themselves and others, and 
an increased desire to succeed.  
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Sense of belonging. Prior to becoming lab facilitators, 
many felt a sense of detachment. However, as a result of 
the experience, they stated that they felt a stronger 
connection with the university, as is demonstrated in 
the following comment.  
Being a facilitator has allowed me to have that sense 
of community and to feel like I was part of the univer-
sity. I was a student 3 years before I became a facili-
tator. I was always a good student but I felt a kind of 
distance from the university. I didn’t really know 
what was going on and I wanted to find out what the 
university was all about because I was detached 
somewhat. Facilitation provided that sense of com-
munity. 
Many facilitators also said they saw themselves as 
representatives of the university and the Communica-
tion Department. For instance, comments such as, “It 
definitely gave me a greater perspective on the univer-
sity and more appreciation for it. I feel I became a rep-
resentative for the institution,” or “As facilitators, you 
are representatives of the department and of the uni-
versity and you should try to be a good representative” 
exemplify this response. So too does the following 
statement:  
I always felt like a little bit of a recruiter. I’d hear my-
self saying to lab students, “And if you want to learn 
more about this, take this or that communication 
class!” Because I had the knowledge I could talk about 
topics they brought up and I could answer the ques-
tions they had and then suggest they take an upper 
level course. 
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Increased self-esteem and self-confidence. As the peer 
facilitators experienced positive changes in their self-es-
teem, their self confidence increased. The two benefits 
were clearly interrelated. All the participants echoed 
the following comment. 
The self-esteem and the confidence alone are amaz-
ing! I have learned just how much I can do! People say 
to me, “You always look so confident.” When people 
tell you, “You look so confident, and you seem to really 
know what you are doing,” you begin to say “Wow! I 
can really do this.” 
Increased respect for self and others. Facilitators re-
ported that they gained more respect for themselves and 
also for others.  
As a peer facilitator, you learn how to respect yourself 
and if you already respect yourself, you learn how to 
show that you respect yourself. Your relationship with 
yourself grows too. You develop your self-concept and 
learn how to love yourself. You figure yourself out and 
how you communicate and how you show the world 
who you are. 
Facilitators also said they felt less intimidated by 
people in positions of authority, because as they pointed 
out, as peer facilitators, they held positions of authority 
and quickly learned that arrogance and domination are 
not synonymous with authority. In the lab, they encour-
aged relationships with students based on mutual re-
spect. As one participant remarked: “We’ve learned 
about positions of authority. We know you can have a 
position of authority and not be authoritative.”  
Peer facilitators stated that along with the develop-
ment of a better sense of self, they became more sensi-
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tive to the needs of others, and they have become more 
aware of how gender, culture, age, sexual orientation, 
and other issues of diversity play out in the communica-
tion process. They became more open-minded and ap-
proachable. In particular, they noted that the facilita-
tion experiences made them more empathetic toward 
professors. They became aware of the degree of prepara-
tion that professors must engage in, the amount of time 
they spend grading and evaluating, and the anxieties 
they must sometimes feel in the classroom. They also 
said it was important to realize that most of their pro-
fessors do care about their students. “A lot of students 
think, ‘What does the professor care…I’m the one pay-
ing for this.’ But after facilitating I know they do care. It 
bothers me if a lab student doesn’t do well.” The peer 
facilitators also expressed that it bothered them when 
their professors were not treated respectfully. 
I used to think it wasn’t a big deal for a professor to 
get in front of a class and teach, but after being in the 
lab situation, having facilitated myself, it allows me to 
look at professors in a whole new way. They might get 
nervous before they go to class and I had never 
thought about that. In one of the bigger classes I was 
in, the students always talked during lectures and did 
not show the professor any respect and that really 
bothered me because I knew how it felt. I used to 
think they got up there, they weren’t nervous, and it 
didn’t bother them if you didn’t want to listen but now 
I know it does and it is distracting to them when they 
are trying to get across this information and people 
aren’t helping them.  
Increased Desire to Succeed. Peer facilitators re-
ported that they became more motivated, disciplined, 
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perseverant, and focused as a result of their experience. 
They developed critical thinking and reflection abilities. 
They came to appreciate the importance of preparation, 
creativity, and hard work in the learning process. They 
also expressed this as an increased desire to succeed 
academically. They recognized they had to earn credi-
bility with the lab students and the communication de-
partment faculty. Hence, facilitators felt compelled to 
excel. 
For my first three years, I was basically a student 
who just wanted to have fun. I didn’t want to go to all 
my classes. I didn’t really care. I find that since I’ve 
become a facilitator, I have become more mature. I 
mean, if I have one of my lab students in one of my 
other classes, I can’t say, “I’m not going to that class 
today” because how will that look? How am I going to 
get the respect of the students in my lab if I only go to 
other classes once in a while? I found that being a fa-
cilitator made me a better student and I became very 
mature very quickly. I wanted the respect of my stu-
dents.  
In addition to the desire to succeed, participants felt 
they had acquired a better understanding of communi-
cation theory. They attributed this to the time spent re-
viewing communication theories in preparation for lab 
sessions, explaining those theories to their students, 
and engaging in discussion about the theories during 
their lab sessions. They also spent a substantial amount 
of time talking about communication theory when they 
attended their peer facilitators’ meetings and during in-
formal dialogue with fellow facilitators.  
When I took upper level interpersonal I was facilitat-
ing introductory interpersonal communication labs at 
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the same time so it was like I was getting extra help. 
And I could give the lab students a little more…. 
When I was doing 3 or 4 labs a week I was spending 
an extra 3 or 4 hours a week on interpersonal con-
cepts. I was refreshing my own knowledge of the theo-
ries in lab, bringing it to class, then bringing what I 
did in class back to lab.  
Peer facilitators also felt they continued to learn 
about the theory as they observed and listened to their 
lab students.  
It placed the communication theory in a new perspec-
tive. In my mind, it made me see things differently. I 
think taking the basic courses gave me a basic under-
standing. But before I facilitated every lab I would re-
view the information; I already knew it but I would 
refresh my understanding. And when I would watch 
the lab students doing the activities I would actually 
see how it all fits together. It’s great when you do it 
yourself as a lab student but then to see your students 
doing it…it just all fit together. It’s another level of 
understanding.  
The overall self-development experienced by the fa-
cilitators made them feel better about themselves and 
others, and enhanced their commitment to the institu-
tion and to their educational success. These results are 
consistent with the literature in that a positive correla-
tion has been demonstrated between self-esteem and 
academic success at the elementary level of education 
(King, Vidourek, Davis, & McLellan , 2000; Kugle & 
Clements, 1981, McInerney & Marsh, 2000) as well as 
at the postsecondary level (Boyer & Sedlacek, 1988; Fos-
ter, 1998; Pritchard & Wilson, 2003). Further, it has 
been shown that extracurricular involvement also has a 
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positive influence on academic commitment (Cooper, 
Healy, & Simpson, 1994; Finn, 1989; March & Kleit-
man, 2002) and so too is retention associated with self-
esteem and academic success (Pritchard & Wilson, 
2003). Given the association between self-esteem, self-
confidence, and involvement with academic success and 
retention, it would appear that the self-development ex-
perienced by peer facilitators could positively influence 
their overall success at university.  
 
Skill Acquisition 
In addition to an overall self-improvement, peer fa-
cilitators reported an improvement in their communica-
tion skills. Specifically, they noted improvements in 
their public speaking abilities, their interpersonal rela-
tionships, and in some miscellaneous areas that in-
cluded time management, critical thinking, and conflict 
management. The essence of their discussion on these 
matters is explained next. 
Improved public speaking skills. Peer facilitators 
were very much aware of their improved public speak-
ing skills. The time they spent facilitating their lab 
groups provided ample opportunity for improvement. 
However, they attributed their enhanced speaking abili-
ties to a decrease in their own communication appre-
hension levels. Further, a greater awareness of their 
communication styles and the strides they made to im-
prove their weaknesses also proved beneficial both per-
sonally and professionally. This is illustrated in the fol-
lowing remarks.  
When I got to the advanced level of public speaking, 
the fact that I had facilitated made me feel so much 
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more comfortable and confident and I was a much bet-
ter presenter. 
I perform as a musician and I used to get up and just 
mumble and then play a song and then mumble 
again. I felt after facilitating there was some sort of a 
confidence that built up in me. Learning how to com-
municate with people and knowing that in order for 
people to get it, and for them to understand why you 
are standing up there, you have to be able to tell 
them. It helped me in that way. I don’t mumble into 
the microphone anymore. My mother watched me per-
form and she said, “I can tell you are a communication 
student!”  
Their improved public speaking skills were also evi-
dent in other courses. The comments below demonstrate 
this.  
I was always doing group work and making presenta-
tions in my business classes. In the beginning, I was 
shy and nervous. But now I feel so much better when 
I give presentations and I do a better job. I know it 
was facilitating in the lab that helped me improve. 
When I think of all the classes I took this year, I can 
honestly say that I do not think I would have done as 
well in those classes had I not been facilitating and its 
simply because many of my classes were very interac-
tive and we were expected to get up and talk about a 
certain aspect of what we were covering and I don’t 
think I would have been able to do that as well had I 
not been a facilitator. In one of the classes there was a 
lot of small group work and being able to talk in a 
group and being able to lead a group and keep the dis-
cussion focused on the topic at hand I think I defi-
nitely learned that from being a facilitator. So I know 
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for a fact I would not have done as well in my other 
classes. 
Improved interpersonal skills. Peer facilitators also 
reported the development of their interpersonal com-
munication skills. In particular, they said that they had 
better interpersonal communication with families and 
friends, with the peer facilitators, and with individuals 
in authority positions. This is discussed below.  
Peer facilitation had a positive impact on the per-
sonal relationships of the participants. This created a 
ripple effect that benefited their families and friends. 
It [peer facilitating] does a lot for you personally. It 
has benefited my relationships, not just the friend-
ships I’ve made here, but at the family level- whether 
it be with my fiancé, my mother, or my daughter. So, 
it’s not just me personally who has benefited. I think 
the impact on my family is positive as a result.  
Interactions with friends change. You’re able to listen 
and you’re able to be more sympathetic and you’re 
able to get people out of tough times. There are a lot of 
times in your life when you need to call upon your 
communication skills to help somebody or to help 
yourself… or ask for help. People will come up to me 
and unload all kinds of stuff because they know I 
won’t judge. You learn how to just listen, which is an 
extremely important skill.  
I don’t know if my relationship with my boyfriend 
over the past four years would have been as strong as 
it is if I hadn’t learned so much about relationships 
through this experience, like how to talk about things, 
how to go about things as a communicator.  
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Along with improvements in existing relationships, 
peer facilitators spoke highly of the friendships they de-
veloped with fellow facilitators. Many felt these rela-
tionships were unique because they were grounded in 
positive interpersonal communication principles.  
Everyone [peer facilitators] is so supportive. There is 
no begrudging each other. When something good hap-
pens to one of us we feel, “Good for you, you deserve 
it.” We had these qualities coming in but they become 
reinforced by each other and our professors.  
The group of peer facilitators covered an age span of 
forty years. Some were married, some were single or 
widowed, some had children and some had grandchil-
dren. They were male and female and came from a vari-
ety of cultural and socio-economic backgrounds and dif-
ferent sexual orientations. These differences appear to 
have enriched the friendships among peer facilitators 
and did not seem to deter any peer facilitator from 
reaching out to another. The common link among the 
peer facilitators was their passion for the communica-
tion discipline. They worked to embody the communica-
tion ideals they were learning and sharing with their 
lab students. 
We are so excited that we found each other. We all 
have this same sort of knowledge and passion and it 
just clicks! Something happens in the first facilitator 
workshop of the year when we are all there together.  
These are relationships that develop because we are 
all facilitators and there is mutual respect. We all 
have a sense of pride about what we are doing. These 
are mature relationships, long-term friendships that 
come from the mutual respect and pride we all have.  
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Relationships with people of authority. Increased 
confidence and the acquisition of new interpersonal 
skills had far reaching benefits that proved significant 
in the lives of these facilitators. One benefit came from 
the peer facilitators’ increased confidence when commu-
nicating with people in positions of authority. Specifi-
cally, a number of the participants indicated they now 
had more effective relationships with their physicians. 
The comment below was followed by a chorus of similar 
testaments. 
I’m better able to communicate with my own doctor…I 
was faced with a medical concern over the past year 
and, if I didn’t have this communication experience, I 
wouldn’t have had the courage to say to my doctor: 
“You have to hurry up and help me!” For me to sit 
down with my doctor a couple of years ago and insist 
he do something for me…I couldn’t do that. Now I can 
say, “ If you are suggesting this treatment, what is it 
going to do to me, how will it affect my body?” Before I 
would go to the doctor, he’d give me a prescription for 
something, and I wouldn’t question anything. I have 
learned how to ask the questions and be forceful. I 
know how to probe. I know how to delve deeper. I 
know that’s an incredible personal benefit.  
Peer facilitators also indicated they were more con-
fident when interacting with professors. Asking a pro-
fessor for extra help or grade clarification, for example, 
can be a daunting experience for a student. Peer facili-
tators recognized they have the confidence to do that.  
I think we are very fortunate to have confidence and 
we sometimes take it for granted. When students 
come to me with a problem I will suggest they talk to 
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their professor and they say, “I can’t talk to my pro-
fessor!”  
Miscellaneous skill development. At the end of the 
focus group sessions, peer facilitators were invited to list 
the skills they had developed as a result of their facili-
tation experience. In addition to those described in this 
section, they noted time management skills, problem 
solving skills, and conflict management skills. They also 
said they learned to be more adaptable and flexible in 
new situations and they thought they had developed 
their critical thinking and reflection abilities. 
In all, it makes sense that students would improve 
their public speaking and interpersonal skills because 
these topics are the focus of the two basic courses that 
the communication labs accompany. Peer facilitators 
would have learned and practiced such skills on a con-
tinual basis throughout the semester. In some in-
stances, facilitators conducted up to four labs per week 
per term over a two-year period. Their enhanced skills 
are in keeping with Cress’s (2001) research. She found 
that students who participated in educational and 
training programs showed a growth in their under-
standing of leadership skills, multicultural and cultural 
awareness, and personal and societal values. 
 
External Rewards 
The final major outcome of the perceived benefits re-
ceived by engaging in the peer facilitation process can 
be classified as external rewards. Facilitators expressed 
that they felt better prepared for graduate studies and 
to compete in the job market. These are described below. 
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Success in further educational endeavors. The peer 
facilitators clearly indicated that they felt better pre-
pared for post baccalaureate education.  
I plan to go on and get my Masters and I think my fa-
cilitation experience will allow me to be a competitive 
candidate. Not everybody gets to facilitate.  
I think the reason I was accepted into a Bachelor of 
Education program was because of my facilitation ex-
perience.  
They told me it [facilitation experience] was the rea-
son I was accepted into a B.Ed program.  
Increased employment opportunities. Facilitators 
stated that the skills they acquired as peer facilitators 
proved useful when it came time to seek other forms of 
employment. In many instances, they said it was the 
facilitation experience that allowed them to secure jobs.  
Recently I went for a job interview and they saw peer 
facilitation on my resume and asked me about it. I be-
gan to tell them what I did and they were fascinated 
with it. They couldn’t believe it! It was definitely a 
selling point. I know it helped me get that job. When 
they see that your university trusted you enough to do 
this and thought enough of you to allow you to be a fa-
cilitator, it speaks a lot for you as a mature, responsi-
ble individual. It definitely helped me get that job.  
I went to see someone last week to help me prepare a 
cover letter for my resume and as soon as he saw that 
I was a peer facilitator he said, “This definitely has to 
be in there! Put this in bold letters right in the cover 
letter!”  
It was suggested that benefits not only came from 
the actual facilitating, but also from the networks facili-
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tators develop through their experiences in the lab envi-
ronment. 
I think it’s the opportunities that are presented to us 
when we are peer facilitators, not only in careers and 
getting a job, but it’s that immediate credibility we 
have. We form networks in the community as a result 
of being part of the Communication Department. We 
are given so many opportunities to develop a network.  
Facilitators explained that they felt their professors, 
in particular their communication professors, were ea-
ger to recommend them for jobs and to offer positive let-
ters of reference for admittance into advanced academic 
programs. Facilitators were also invited to participate in 
volunteer and paid communication training workshops, 
both on campus and in the greater community. This fur-
ther enhanced their credibility and offered them more 
extensive experience and professional development. 
Success in further educational endeavors could be 
connected to peer facilitators’ commitment to academic 
success and to their skill development – both of which 
make them better candidates for a variety of educa-
tional pursuits. In terms of increased employment op-
portunities, the importance of having public speaking, 
interpersonal, and leadership abilities in the workplace 
has been documented (Ellis & Taylor, 1983; Fallows & 
Steven, 2000; Krzystofik & Fein, 1998; Messmer, 1999; 
and Parvis, 2001). 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
The perceived significance of the peer facilitation 
experience for the participants in this study is evident. 
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Similarly, many of the derived benefits identified in this 
study are also in keeping with other research in the 
area of peer tutoring. Olmscheid (1999) suggests that 
peer tutors increase their confidence and develop a 
sense of responsibility. As well, they improve their own 
knowledge base. Stauf (1999) noted that peer tutors 
reap personal rewards from the peer tutoring experi-
ence. Gaustad (1993) cited improved thinking and com-
munication skills among peer tutors in a one-on-one set-
ting. It appears that many of these benefits also reflect 
the experiences of peer facilitators who work with small 
groups. 
What is also apparent is that although these de-
scriptive themes are presented in a linear fashion, the 
outcomes experienced by the peer facilitators seem to be 
intertwined and connected. Self-development may lead 
to the type of skill acquisition described by the partici-
pants. And, there could be a link between self-develop-
ment and skills acquisition and the kinds of external 
rewards reported by peer facilitators. Further investiga-
tion into the possibility of a causal relationship among 
the outcomes could result in the development of a model 
that depicts how the outcomes are related.  
It should be noted that these peer facilitators 
worked within a well-developed program. Similar re-
sults may not emerge if peer facilitators are not given 
the necessary training, support, encouragement, and 
direction. We suggest that it is essential for coordinators 
of peer facilitator programs to remember that facilita-
tors are students themselves and need the same consid-
erations as the students they facilitate. When a peer fa-
cilitation program is soundly developed, consistently cri-
tiqued, and strengthened as is deemed necessary, all 
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vested parties can benefit from a rewarding experiential 
learning experience. 
This study serves as a preliminary research project 
for other more in-depth academic endeavors. Future re-
search may include a longitudinal study that investi-
gates peer facilitation experiences. Speaking to former 
peer facilitators 5 to 10 years after the experience may 
provide valuable insight as to whether or not the bene-
fits of the experience were long-term and, if so, under 
what circumstances. It would also be interesting to con-
duct a gender analysis of the perceived benefits of peer 
facilitation. Finally, given that this is a preliminary 
study with a relatively small number of participants, a 
quantitative testing instrument might be developed 
from these results and administered to other groups of 
peer facilitators to determine if the results can be gen-
eralized. 
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APPENDIX A 
QUESTION SCHEDULE 
 
Participants will be asked to provide brief introduc-
tions indicating how long they worked as a peer facilita-
tor and when they were employed in the lab 
• Tell me what kind of impact your peer facilitation 
experience had on your role as a university stu-
dent.  
• What kind of effect, if any, did your work as a peer 
facilitator have on your a) understanding of com-
munication theory and concepts, b) your under-
standing of theories and concepts in other disci-
plines? 
• Has your peer facilitation experience proved bene-
ficial when applying for postgraduate university or 
college programs? If so, give an example. 
• Discuss whether or not your role as a peer facilita-
tor had an impact on your career choices. 
• Tell me if and how your peer facilitation experi-
ences have affected your professional life. 
• Tell me about some of the personal benefits you 
feel you have gained through you work as a peer 
facilitator. 
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Speech Laboratories: An Exploratory 
Examination of Potential Pedagogical 
Effects on Students 
Adam C. Jones 
Stephen K. Hunt 
Cheri J. Simonds 
Mark E. Comadena 
John R. Baldwin 
 
 
 
 “Any student that is going to give a speech in front of 
anyone could benefit from the speech lab.” 
 — John 
 
Currently, universities, colleges and other places of 
higher education throughout the country are including 
public speaking courses in the general education cur-
riculums. Scholars continue to develop, test, and imple-
ment different strategies in order to better assist stu-
dents enrolled in these courses. A new trend, that is 
gaining popularity within the communication discipline, 
is the development of communication laboratories to 
supplement these courses. The above quote was from 
John, a black 18-year-old male student, who was en-
rolled in a basic public speaking course and had recently 
concluded a visit to a communication laboratory.  
The communication labs (otherwise known as oral 
communication laboratories, speech labs, speaking labs, 
speaker labs, etc.) are designed to specifically assist 
students enrolled in basic public speaking and commu-
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nication courses. Morreale (2001) states that these labo-
ratories are beneficial because they support student at-
titude-change and the development of multiple commu-
nication skills. Additionally, Morreale, Ellis, & Mares-
Dean (1992) indicate that these facilities provide assis-
tance to students enrolled in basic public speaking 
courses by acting as supplemental tools for the students 
enrolled in these courses. Speech labs provide students 
with a facility to practice and videotape speeches 
(Teitelbaum, 2000) as well as receive verbal, written 
and videotaped feedback from monitors (otherwise 
known as lab attendees) working in the lab. Before 
communication labs can be fully endorsed, an in-depth 
analysis exploring the pedagogical effects of these labs 
on students must first be conducted. The purpose of the 
current research study is to contribute qualitatively to 
this ongoing analysis.  
 
RATIONALE 
Recently, more and more academic institutions are 
beginning to develop versions of speech laboratories to 
provide assistance to students enrolled in basic public 
speaking courses. A list of academic institutions that 
currently have a functioning speech or communication 
laboratory include, but is not limited to, Columbus State 
University, East Tennessee State University, Golden 
West College, Ithaca College, Luther College, San Jose 
State University, College of San Mateo, the College of 
William & Mary, Southwest Texas State University, 
and the University of Colorado, Colorado Springs (Mor-
reale, 2001). Other labs have been developed at Butler 
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University, Depauw University, Hampden-Sydney Col-
lege, Illinois State University, Mary Washington Col-
lege, Mount Holyoke College, University of Central Ar-
kansas, University of North Carolina at Greensboro, 
University of North Texas, University of Pennsylvania, 
and University of Richmond. Again, this list is not all-
inclusive but it does indicate that the development of 
speech/communication labs is gaining momentum 
throughout the country. 
One reason behind this increased development of 
speech laboratories is the recognition by educators, de-
partment chairs, and universities that there is a grow-
ing need for an out-of-class facility that provides stu-
dents an opportunity to hone their public speaking 
skills. Previous scholars have echoed these sentiments. 
Ellis (1995) states that an instructional environment 
conducive to increasing students’ self-perception is at-
tainable through the establishment of one-on-one speech 
laboratories. The lab environment promotes student 
goal-setting, accountability interviews, skill coaching for 
upcoming speeches, as well as various forms of feedback 
(e.g. video, written, and verbal) (Ellis, 1995). Addition-
ally, Morreale (2001) found that speech labs also have 
the capacity to provide individual coaching and training 
to students for a wide range of communication skills 
(speaking, listening, interviewing, speech preparation, 
outlining, Internet research skills, etc.).  
However, even though these labs are being devel-
oped at academic institutions throughout the nation, 
very little empirical research focusing on the labs’ peda-
gogical implications has been conducted. According to 
Owens, Hunt, and Simonds (2000), “Only a handful of 
studies have been conducted regarding the academic 
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benefits of participation in speech laboratories” (p. 2). 
The few studies that have been conducted, however, 
have attempted to investigate the effects of lab partici-
pation on student retention (Brownell & Watson, 1984), 
peer feedback (audio/visual) on communication skills 
(Berube, 1988), skill-competency (Ratliffe, 1984), and 
public speaking anxiety (McKiernan, 1984). More recent 
research has shifted focus towards the efficacy and en-
hancement of students’ classroom performance (Hunt & 
Simonds, 2002) as well as the potential benefits labs 
may have on an academic institution as a whole (Hob-
good, 2000). 
The previous research, all taking a similar perspec-
tive on this topic, has examined the speech laboratories’ 
effects on students from the researcher’s perspective. 
Very little research has been dedicated to examining 
speech laboratories and its’ effects from a student’s per-
spective. The current research study will attempt to fill 
in this existing gap in the research by examining speech 
laboratories from several students’ points of view. This 
research will be an exploratory investigation focusing on 
what students perceive to be the effects and implica-
tions of one specific speech laboratory that they had at-
tended.  
Due to the exploratory nature of the current study, 
We feel that the most appropriate and useful method to 
fully capture the students’ perspective on this topic is 
through a qualitative research analysis, specifically in-
depth, student interviews. The decision to use this 
qualitative research method over some other quantita-
tive analysis is supported by the argument that qualita-
tive studies are more useful because they provide more 
rich, detailed descriptions of the human experience as 
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participants feel it (Sherman & Webb, 1990). Lindlof 
(1995) may have made the best argument for using 
qualitative research methods, such as interviews, for 
situations like the current study on speech laboratories. 
He states that in qualitative research, researchers in-
terview people in order to “understand their perspec-
tives on a scene, to retrieve experiences from the past, to 
gain expert insight or information, to obtain descrip-
tions of events or scenes that are normally unavailable 
for observation, to foster trust, to understand a sensitive 
or intimate relationship, or to analyze certain kinds of 
discourse” (p. 5).  
In the current study, in-depth interviews allowed 
the students to generate the issues they felt were most 
important from their visit to the speech laboratory. The 
interviews were structured in a manner that gave the 
students an open opportunity to freely discuss their 
thoughts, feelings, and reactions (either positive, nega-
tive, or neutral) towards the speech laboratory. Due to 
the exploratory nature of the current research study 
and the limited prior research focusing on this topic, 
only one research question was developed to provide a 
starting point and a guide for the student interviews: 
RQ1: What perceptions do students who are en-
rolled in basic public speaking courses 
have of speech laboratories? 
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METHOD 
Participants 
The participants were randomly selected from a list 
of students who had attended a speech laboratory at a 
large, Midwestern university. Each participant’s in-
structor was informed of their student’s selection and 
gave permission to the researcher to proceed with the 
student interview. Participants were individually con-
tacted and asked to participate in the interview, which 
lasted approximately thirty minutes. The resulting 
sample consisted of six females and four males. Nine 
participants were 18 years old and the remaining par-
ticipant was age 31. Six participants were Caucasian 
and four were African-American. Nine of the parti-
cipants were freshmen and had visited the speech lab-
oratory only once during the school semester.  
 
Data Collection 
The interviews followed a semi-structured design 
format that allowed the participants to introduce con-
cepts and themes with limited direction from the re-
searcher. Sample interview questions, ordered chrono-
logically, were created beforehand to help guide the par-
ticipants through the interview, but they were open-
ended in nature, which allowed the participants the 
flexibility to comment on anything they deemed impor-
tant. Because we wanted to gain a students’ perspective 
on the speech lab, free of influence from my own past 
research on this topic, we made a personal obligation 
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not to ask questions during the interview that indicated 
or introduced any pre-conceived categories about the 
speech lab. Our interview questions strictly adhered to 
this rule, which allowed us the option of developing 
themes and categories inductively through this re-
search. The actual interview protocol was divided into 
six sections of chronological questions: 
Demographic Questions. The first portion of the in-
terview consisted of standardized demographic ques-
tions for the participants. Participants were asked to 
provide their full name (changed to pseudonyms for 
publication), age, gender, race/ethnicity, and year in 
school (freshman, sophomore, etc.). Additionally, the 
participants were asked to indicate the number of times 
they had visited the speech lab during the current se-
mester.  
“Grand Tour” Questions. Each participant was asked 
several “grand tour” questions (Lindlof, 1995) simply 
asking them to describe their speech lab visit, from 
when they initially signed up for a lab appointment un-
til they finished their speech presentation and exited 
the lab. These questions allowed the participants to 
bring up any details, feelings, or suggestions about the 
lab that they felt were important. Once a concept was 
mentioned, additional and more pointed questions were 
asked about those topics.  
“Before Lab Visit” Questions. Participants were 
asked to describe their emotions, feelings, and expecta-
tions of the lab before the actual lab visit. Flexible time-
frame boundaries were placed on this question, which 
allowed the participants to comment on anything they 
felt from the first day of the course semester until the 
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moment before they walked into the speech laboratory 
for their appointment. 
“During Lab Visit” Questions. These questions asked 
the participants to discuss their feelings about the 
speech laboratory during their actual speech presenta-
tion. Anything that occurred, during this specific time 
frame was free for the participants to comment on. 
“Immediately After Lab Visit” Questions. The par-
ticipants were once again asked to reveal their 
thoughts, about the lab or themselves immediately after 
the speech lab appointment. The boundary for this sec-
tion is more vague in the sense that the participants 
could comment on anything from how they felt seconds 
after finishing the lab appointment, to while they were 
filling out the current speech laboratory assessment 
form, to several days after the speech lab visit. This 
gave the participants the opportunity to determine what 
should be considered “immediately after the lab visit.” 
“Long-Term Effects of the Speech Lab” Questions. 
The last section of open-ended questions focused on 
what the participants felt were the long-term effects of 
the lab. No arbitrary guidelines were set in place for 
these questions, which allowed the participants the op-
tion of commenting on any effect that they experienced 
or could potentially experience.  
 
Procedure 
Upon arrival for the interviews, participants were 
asked to read and sign an informed consent form, which 
included information explaining the research topic, 
withdrawing from the study, and confidentially. Addi-
tionally, this form indicated that the interviews would 
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be audio taped and transcribed verbatim. All ten par-
ticipants agreed to sign this form. Each participant was 
interviewed and recorded in a private, campus room by 
the researcher, who was a graduate student at the time. 
 
Data Analysis 
The data were analyzed using the constant compara-
tive method of Glaser and Strauss (1967; see Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). The interviews were transcribed verbatim 
and content analyzed. First, all transcripts were read to 
get an overview of categories that needed to be included 
for each item. The overview broke the transcripts into 
three distinct stages that closely resembled the last four 
sections of the interview question protocol: Before Lab 
Visit, During Lab Visit, and Impressions of Speech Lab. 
Participant phrases and ideas from the interview tran-
scripts were unitized (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Second, 
these independent participant responses, identified by 
brackets, were coded and grouped together into catego-
ries (Baxter, 1991). Third, the categories of participant 
responses were analyzed for similarities and regrouped 
together according to the three stages of the speech 
laboratory developed from the transcripts. Fourth, these 
categories were examined for emerging themes or con-
nective relationships.  
 
RESULTS 
When a student visits a speech laboratory, there is a 
chronological order of steps that occurs, typically begin-
ning with students signing up for their speech lab ap-
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pointments. They then come back to the lab at the 
scheduled appointment time and actually present their 
speech. Feedback is provided, the students then exit the 
lab, and within days they present their speech in the 
classroom. Due to this progression of events, interviews 
were structured to examine these steps chronologically. 
The participant responses were placed into three dis-
tinct stages of the speech lab process. The stages, corre-
sponding to the last four sections (stage 3 is a combina-
tion of sections 5 and 6) of the interview protocol de-
tailed above, are: Before Lab Visit, During Lab Visit, 
and Impressions of Speech Lab. In this section, all 
themes and categories that have emerged within these 
stages are listed, defined, and supported with interview 
data.  
 
Stage 1: Before Lab Visit  
Nervousness. The first major theme that developed 
within the “Before Lab Visit” stage was nervousness. 
Almost every participant mentioned experiencing nerv-
ousness at some point before going to the speech lab for 
his or her presentation. The nervousness experienced by 
the participants is broad and multi-layered. A variety of 
categories emerging within this theme represent the 
participants’ various experiences with nervousness. 
Deb, a black, 18-year-old female expressed several rea-
sons why she was nervous about giving her speech in 
the lab.  
Deb: I was nervous because I had never really given a 
speech before…of this magnitude…[and] I knew I had 
to do well on in order to get a decent grade in the 
course, …I was nervous because even though I knew 
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it wasn’t for a grade [in the lab]… I was still nervous 
because I had to get up in front of somebody and give 
my speech and stay within the time limit.  
Matthew, a white, 18-year-old male mentioned that 
his nervousness was natural and having a prepared 
speech lab attendee made him feel better about the 
speech. 
Matthew: Well, I was a little nervous because I am a 
nervous public speaker in general. But I thought it 
[the lab] would be helpful because the person seemed 
prepared to…you know, she timed it and she had the 
same evaluation form that our instructor used for the 
final grades so there was a sense of competency there, 
it’s not like they didn’t know what they were doing. 
They had a good idea of how to help us and what ex-
actly we had to do for the speech. 
These data help show the variety of reasons why 
participants were nervous. This nervousness would 
carry over into the actual speech presentations that the 
participants made during their speech lab visit as well. 
Further details of this carry over will be discussed in 
the upcoming stages of the speech lab process. 
Student Expectations. The second main theme that 
emerged within the “Before Lab Visit” stage was stu-
dent expectations. This theme simply refers to the ex-
pectations the students had about the speech lab before 
they arrived for their initial appointment. The major 
category that dominated this theme focused on the size 
of the speech lab. Several participants had different ex-
pectations about the actual size of the speech lab. These 
expectations, or in some cases, the violation of these ex-
pectations, prompted a range of reactions from the par-
ticipants. For example, Paul, a white, 18-year-old male, 
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was expecting the speech lab to be small, but as states, 
the size made it more personal: 
Paul: I didn’t really know too much about it, I went 
down there to sign up the first time, but I didn’t really 
see what it was like and a lot of people were telling 
me that the place I gave the speech was really 
small…so that was pretty much how I envisioned it, it 
was really small and really personal too. 
Another participant, Lisa, a white, 18-year-old fe-
male, expected her speech lab presentation to take place 
in a large, auditorium. But, as with Paul, the change in 
setting from what she had anticipated actually im-
proved her speech lab experience. 
Lisa: Well, we were trying to think about what it [the 
speech lab] would be and me and my friends 
thought…[we] would be in an auditorium and [at] a 
podium talking…[in] like a big area and we didn’t 
know what to expect. And then we saw it was just this 
little room and it felt a lot more comfortable being… 
in an enclosed area. 
 
Stage 2: During Lab Visit  
The second stage was the most discussed stage by 
the participants. Four primary themes emerged from 
their responses: Nervousness, Speech Lab Setup, Feed-
back, and Speech Lab Attendees. Nervousness was 
comprised of two main categories, which included 
“Types of Nervousness” and the “Speech Lab’s Effects on 
Participants’ Nervousness.”  
Types of Nervousness. The participants identified 
several different types, different degrees, and causes of 
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their nervousness that occurred during the speech lab 
appointment. George, a white, 18-year-old male, indi-
cated that his nervousness increased while he waited for 
the speech lab attendee’s feedback.  
George: …I got more nervous waiting for what she 
was going to say…when you look at an audience you 
can tell [if] they don’t care or if they liked it… but 
they all have to clap. In the speech lab they don’t have 
to clap…so it is more nerve wracking. 
---------- 
Sara, a white, 18-year-old female: …During the 
speech I had to stop a couple of times because I was 
nervous and I couldn’t concentrate on my speech and 
it was just the thought of me being in the room by 
myself and hearing my own voice made me nervous. 
Speech Lab’s Effects on Participants’ Nervousness. In 
conjunction with the many of types and causes of nerv-
ousness that were identified, the participants provided 
detailed information on how the lab affected that nerv-
ousness. For example, Matthew experienced less nerv-
ousness while in the speech lab because he went for his 
group speech presentation and was surrounded by his 
classmates. 
Matthew: I think that the group presentation, among 
the three you have to give… is a little easier be-
cause…you are working with other people on it… 
there is a routine, so instead of one person freezing up 
and then having nowhere to go, he had other group 
members to help him out.  
John, found that the speech lab attendee’s demeanor 
during his lab visit helped to reduce some of his anxiety 
that had built up before the speech lab appointment. 
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John: It boosted my ego a little bit, made me a little 
more comfortable…seeing a smiling face, listening to 
a subject she probably didn’t care about, helped me at 
least relax and actually have a good speech come off 
in a better form. 
Sara, an 18-year-old, white female also experienced a 
positive lab environment because of the speech lab at-
tendee. 
Sara: But once I got in there…the lady [working in 
the lab]…made me very comfortable and…[was] en-
couraging [me] just to take my time and so once I got 
going with my speech…she kind of made it easier for 
me, just the whole comforting aspect of it. 
Speech Lab Setup. The second major theme of the 
“During the Lab Visit” stage, focused on setup of the 
speech laboratory and how that affected the partici-
pants. One participant, Sara, described the lab in detail 
during the interview and believes that the setup was 
appropriate.  
Sara: …it was very comfortable, you know, they’re 
professional with the camera and the TV and the vis-
ual aid…I liked it. 
Diagram 1 helps to frame Sara’s comments. The 
presentation room of the speech lab is approximately 12-
feet wide by 15-feet long. Privacy was an issue that was 
identified with regards to the lab setup because it 
helped several participants to feel more comfortable 
during their appointment. Beth, an 18-year-old white 
female felt that the privacy helped to reduce her 
nervousness by keeping her isolated from other people 
in the lab waiting to present their speeches. 
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Speech Lab — Presentation Room Speech Lab — Waiting Area 
Diagram 1 
 
 
Beth:…[I]was kind of isolated from… the other people 
doing their speeches….[and] if you are nervous, say 
you have a peer or a friend that is sitting out there, 
you don’t really want them to see you and especially if 
you’re nervous about [the speech] because it is your 
first time through, then [the setup] helps a lot.  
John agreed that the privacy of the lab was positive as-
pect of his experience. 
John: …You are excluded from the front area [of the 
lab]…once you actually go into the speech area… 
[where] you are going to present your speech. So that 
privacy issue is there, which is good. 
However, not all of the participants felt that the 
setup of the lab was completely beneficial. Kim, a black, 
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18-year-old female, felt that the camera placement for 
the videotaping could be improved. 
Kim: …When she was taping me, [the video camera] 
wasn’t towards [me]…it was like towards the side of 
something so I wasn’t actually looking at the camera 
and it was…on the side of my face so I think the cam-
era should be moved to where the [lab attendee] 
would be sitting at… 
Feedback. The third major theme that emerged 
during this stage was the feedback that was provided to 
the participants by the speech lab attendees. The re-
sponses focused primarily on the three types of feedback 
that they received in the lab (verbal, written, and video) 
and in what areas of the participants’ speeches the 
feedback concentrated. Deb provided details on the type 
of feedback she received in the lab.  
Deb: I was given a sheet [from the lab attendee] that 
graded me and gave me points on what I did right and 
what I did wrong and what I need to do in order to ful-
fill the requirements of my speech and it took about 
fifteen to twenty minutes to go through all that…she 
gave examples and even though she was not my 
teacher, she does teach the public speaking 
class…[and] she just told me ways that I could fix 
it….and ways that I could improve. 
Jen, an 18-year-old, white female agreed that the feed-
back she received was helpful because it came from a 
knowledgeable source. 
Jen: She gave… a lot of detailed information, actually. 
More than I expected…she looked at it more as a how 
a teacher would grade it and [gave] points that a 
teacher would give…that was really helpful. 
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Paul described how the feedback he received directly 
improved his speech. 
Paul: It was specific, she analyzed specific parts of my 
speech she didn’t just say like your presentation was 
good and stuff, she said what was specific about it and 
what specific parts I needed to take out and she de-
termined with me…whether or not these parts were 
vital to my speech.  
The second aspect of the feedback category focused 
on what specific areas of the participants’ speeches were 
touched on by the speech lab attendee. Sara found that 
the feedback she received focused on her references and 
credibility statement. 
Sara: She timed me and told me… I didn’t cite my ref-
erences in the right place and that I have no credibil-
ity sources, so I went home and checked on 
that…[and] she was right, so that helped a lot to. 
John found that he received helpful feedback through 
the use of examples.  
John: She gave me examples in detail, on past experi-
ences that she had because I don’t know how many 
speeches she has critiqued, but I would say in the 
hundreds… so it was easy for her to critique a speech 
and use that to the students’ advantage and… hon-
estly, her examples were definitely helpful in that as-
pect. 
Speech Lab Attendees. The last major theme that 
emerged from the “During the Lab Visit” stage was the 
lab attendees and how they affected the participants’ 
experiences. Almost every participant acknowledged 
that the speech lab attendees were very friendly and 
professional, which significantly helped the participants 
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during their lab visit. Lisa, found that the one charac-
teristic of the attendee that made her feel more comfort-
able was having a relaxed attitude. 
Lisa: Like how his attitude was, he was more…laid 
back… he helped us, he was joking around with us 
and was real fun…that made it more comfortable. 
She also mentioned that she appreciated that the lab 
attendee talked to her as if they were equals. 
Lisa: …If the people who are working there are just 
more laid back and more friendly and just talk to you 
like they are at our level and don’t talk down to you, I 
think that is much more helpful than saying… you did 
this wrong or you did that wrong. I think if they talk 
to you on a mature level… it would help you a lot 
more than just stating what is right and wrong. 
The overall effect that the speech lab attendees had 
on the participants seemed to greatly enhance their 
speech lab visit. Conversely, from this, it is reasonable 
to assume that if the speech lab attendees acted more 
negatively or less supportive towards the participants, 
their lab experience may also be directly affected. Fur-
ther research is needed to fully grasp the effects that 
the lab attendees have on the students, but the current 
study’s findings is a productive start in this area. 
 
Stage 3: Impressions of Speech Lab  
Sections 5 and 6 of the interview process were com-
bined to make up the last speech lab stage: Impressions 
of Speech Lab. Two primary themes emerged under this 
final stage: Benefits and Limitations of the speech lab. 
The main benefits of the speech lab focused on the par-
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ticipants’ relief, the clarification of speech components, 
and the practical usefulness of the lab. 
Participants’ Relief. For the majority of the partici-
pants, there was a sense of relief that came over them 
once they finished presenting their speeches in the lab. 
The participants provided various reasons for this relief. 
Matthew experienced relief because his speech anxiety 
and nervousness had been somewhat reduced through 
the speech lab visit. 
Matthew: Afterwards, I was less nervous. Again 
talking to the evaluator helped because I got to find 
out exactly what I was doing differently… afterwards 
there was more like a suggestive conversation, but 
there was a definite sense of relief afterwards. 
Kim also mentioned that she was relieved as she imme-
diately exited the speech lab because her speech lab re-
quirement for her course had been fulfilled. Participants 
seemed to experience some type of relief because the lab 
helped to validate their current progress on the speech. 
Beth realized, through her lab experience, how much 
more work was needed for her speech to be successful. 
Beth: I realized I had a lot more to go and needed to 
work more on my speech and I saw what else I had to 
do to improve it.  
Through his speech lab visit, Paul was able to expe-
rience how it really felt to present his speech. This prac-
tical experience added to his relief. 
Paul: I thought it was really comfortable in there and 
it just put me at ease and made me feel more comfort-
able…I think that it definitely gave me the feel of 
giving a speech, giving just that initial feel because I 
hadn’t really given a speech like that in a long time. I 
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mean, I did some in high school, but it had been a 
while and it just kind of got me back in the groove… 
Clarity. The second major theme that emerged from 
this last stage was the clarification of speech compo-
nents that occurred for some participants during their 
speech lab visit. Beth, had difficulty grasping certain 
speech concepts in class, but after the lab appointment, 
it was much clearer for her. 
Beth: I didn’t know what my instructor meant about 
“transitions’ because when I thought of transitions, I 
thought they should go something like ‘First…. and 
then Second…,’ but she wanted each part of the 
speech to run into each other. Mine were just really 
separate and they didn’t run into each other whatso-
ever…[the lab attendee] actually explained what a 
transition was…. she gave me specific examples… 
I then followed up by asking her if the feedback that she 
received in the lab accurately corresponded to what her 
instructor had taught her in class? Beth responded: 
Beth: Yah, but it just didn’t click…when you have 
someone personally explain it to you, it is always bet-
ter.  
Jen also mentioned that she benefited from the 
speech lab, specifically the video taping of her speech, 
because it helped to reinforce and clarify some of the 
speech aspects she was still struggling with. 
Jen: I think it really helped just to see, because like 
for me, I’m a visual person, so that helped, like I 
heard…what [the lab attendee] said but then [the 
video] kind of backed it up…I think that helped a lot. 
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Practical Usefulness. First, a majority of the partici-
pants felt that the speech lab was useful for many dif-
ferent reasons. Most importantly for the students, it 
helped to increase their grades on the final speech pres-
entation. John was very pleased with the help he re-
ceived from the speech lab and he feels that it helped 
him significantly improve on his final speech presenta-
tion. 
John: I’m 99 percent certain that I improved a letter 
grade. I think if I would not have gone into that 
speech lab, I would have gave a “C” speech, honestly… 
It helped me move it to a “B.” 
Sara, agreed that her final speech presentation also sig-
nificantly improved because of the assistance she re-
ceived at the lab. 
Sara: Actually, I think [the lab] did [help] because I 
went home and viewed [the video tape] and I saw my 
mistakes and my weaknesses and I tried to work on it 
before I actually did the speech in the class. So I think 
the speech lab helped a lot…I would say [the lab] 
helped [me improve] about 45 percent. 
The second major theme of the “Impressions of 
Speech Lab” stage is limitations that the students rec-
ognized. From the interview transcripts, only one sig-
nificant limitation was indicated through the partici-
pants’ responses. The limitation focused on the number 
of attendees that provide feedback to the students dur-
ing their speech lab presentation. Several participants 
mentioned that by having more attendees in the lab, the 
students would obtain much more feedback, which in 
turn would be more beneficial. 
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Kim: I think that they could have another person in 
the room instead of just one… so you could get more 
than one person’s feedback. 
 
DISCUSSION 
When examining the many different themes and 
categories that emerged from the participants’ re-
sponses, it is very apparent that several key issues are 
continually addressed throughout each of the three 
stages of the speech lab visit. The first theme that 
crossed over all three stages was nervousness. Almost 
every participant brought up some different aspect of 
nervousness during the interviews. In the first stage, 
many of the participants expressed some nervousness 
about the speech lab visit. This included being nervous 
towards giving a speech in front of a lab attendee that 
the participants’ didn’t know, to just simply presenting 
the speech itself for the first time. During the speech, 
the participants indicated that the amount of nervous-
ness fluctuated throughout their presentation. Some ex-
perienced nervousness and then it reduced as they pre-
sented their speech, others felt more nervous while 
waiting for the speech lab attendee’s feedback. After the 
lab appointment, many participants commented on the 
fact that they felt some type of relief when they had 
finished their presentation. There is no conclusive evi-
dence that the sense of relief occurred because the par-
ticipants’ nervousness had been reduced or if there were 
other factors that allowed them to relax quickly. Fur-
ther research will need to examine this relationship 
more closely in order to uncover the truth of this matter.  
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Feedback was another major theme that crossed 
over into multiple stages of the speech lab process. 
Feedback was primarily discussed during stages two 
and three by the participants. The different types of 
feedback used in the speech lab and the manner in 
which the feedback was presented were the most talked 
about aspects of this issue. The participants seemed to 
prefer having all three types of feedback (verbal, written 
and video) available to them for reviewing. Several 
commented on how helpful it was to listen to verbal 
feedback from the speech lab attendee immediately af-
ter the speech presentation, but then also have the op-
portunity to take the written and video feedback home 
to use as a reference for the needed improvements. Ad-
ditionally, the feedback issue seemed to have the most 
overt effects on the students’ final speech presentation. 
The participants indicated that the feedback they re-
ceived specifically helped to improve their grades on the 
final speech and in some cases this was an improvement 
of at least one letter grade. Not one participant men-
tioned that the feedback they received hindered their 
final performance in the classroom. These responses all 
seem to support Ellis’ (1995) claim that these laborato-
ries are a benefit to students because they are designed 
to promote goal-setting with the students as well as 
provide them with the opportunity to experience various 
coaching techniques that may further enhance their 
speech performances.  
A final theme that emerged from the participants’ 
interview responses was the overwhelming difference 
between the indicated benefits and limitations of the 
speech lab. During the interviews, the participants 
mentioned many more benefits than limitations from 
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their initial experience in the lab. The benefits men-
tioned included how the lab helped to reduce students’ 
nervousness, that going to the lab clarified speech com-
ponents and concepts for the students, it provided some 
degree of validation of the students’ progress on their 
speeches, and overall, the lab provided the students 
with authentic speaking experience that helped them, in 
some cases, dramatically improve on their speech pres-
entations. The participants indicated only one true limi-
tation during the interviews and that focused on the 
number of attendees working in the lab. Currently, it is 
clear that the benefits of the speech lab being examined 
in this study heavily out weigh any potential limitations 
that facility may have.  
With regards to the design and execution of the cur-
rent study, several limitations were identified. First, the 
sample of participants could be larger and more diversi-
fied. Only ten students were interviewed for this study 
and the majority of the participants were 18-year-old 
freshmen. It is understood that this demographic repre-
sents the majority of students enrolled in basic public 
speaking courses and those same students represent 
those who are most likely to attend speech laboratories. 
However, before any generalizations can be made about 
the speech lab a more diverse sample of students needs 
to be studied. Also, the findings of this study are not 
necessarily applicable to all speech and communication 
labs. Different lab setups and designs may have an ef-
fect on the perceptions of students who visit. 
Even with these limitations, much can still be 
learned from examining the participants’ lab experi-
ences. The themes and categories that emerged through 
this examination do seem to provide initial support for 
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previous research conducted on this topic (Morreale, 
1992; Ellis, 1995) claiming that communication labora-
tories are indeed a beneficial tool for students enrolled 
in basic communication courses. Further research is 
now needed to discover the full range of benefits that 
these labs are capable of offering to students. 
 
Best Practices for Operating Speech Labs  
After analyzing the themes and categories derived 
from this study as well as discussing the potential limi-
tations of this research, it is important to detail specific 
strategies for creating, operating, and maintaining 
speech laboratories. In this section, several pedagogical 
strategies for operating efficient, effective speech labo-
ratories will be offered.  
From the results of this research and the experi-
ences gained from operating a speech laboratory, there 
are several strategies that one may consider when cre-
ating or operating one of these facilities. The first strat-
egy focuses on the training the speech lab attendees re-
ceive. In order for those attendees to fully help each 
student who comes to the lab, they must be able to pro-
vide assistance for public speaking skills deficits as well 
as help the students manage their public speaking anxi-
ety. To accomplish this, the lab attendees must be 
trained to not only assist students with any issues 
dealing with problematic public speaking skills, but also 
help students cognitively restructure their negative 
thoughts about public speaking along with helping them 
to manage their emotional affective responses.  
For this strategy to be effective, it may be necessary 
that speech lab attendees be trained on techniques such 
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as systematic desensitization (McCroskey, 1970), visu-
alization (Ayres & Hopf, 1993), communication therapy 
(Motley, 1991, 1995), along with cognitive restructuring 
(Fremouw & Scott, 1979) and skills training (Phillips, 
1977; Kelly, 1989). The attendees would then be able to 
implement the appropriate technique to address the 
students’ specific needs. It is not the researcher’s as-
sumption that this type of extensive training could be 
expected of all graduate teaching assistants (GTAs), 
who currently make up the speech lab attendees. It may 
be more worthwhile and practical to split the duties and 
functions of the lab to separate parties. Professionals 
trained in treating individuals who suffer from high 
public speaking anxiety (PSA) could be hired to care for 
those students with the more complex cases of PSA. For 
those students who only need assistance for their public 
speaking skills, the regular lab attendees would be 
available to work with them in the same manner as the 
current lab setup.  
One potential hurdle to overcome with this strategy 
is having the ability to recognize which students have 
skills deficits and which need the additional assistance 
provided by a professional. A solution to this would be to 
have students participate in a battery of tests at the be-
ginning of the semester that would help to indicate their 
problematic areas of public speaking. Cognitive exami-
nations could be performed to uncover students’ irra-
tional beliefs about the public speaking process and 
public speaking skills tests could be used to understand 
which areas students need the most assistance with. 
The students could then bring the results of these tests 
to their speech lab appointment and the attendee could 
determine what type of assistance is needed. The lab 
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session would then be modified for that student based 
on their specific situations. This questionnaire could be 
created and designed originally for this purpose or por-
tions of previously created measures could be modified 
to form a new instrument. Further research is needed to 
determine the most effective method. 
Based on the findings of this research, an additional 
strategy for speech laboratory setup and design (in 
conjunction with the basic communication course) could 
be to require all students enrolled in the course to at-
tend the lab at least once during the semester. With 
many basic communication courses becoming required 
at the collegiate level, those universities that have es-
tablished speech laboratories can provide students with 
a supplemental tool that can be a benefit to all who are 
enrolled in those courses. It is not the researchers’ as-
sumption that by requiring every student to attend the 
lab, all would do so each semester. But by making the 
lab a requirement, many more students would attend 
the lab compared to the number of those who currently 
participate. This would mean more students each se-
mester would fully utilize the lab and would be gaining 
additional valuable assistance with their public speak-
ing abilities. With this strategy, as with the previous 
strategies, more resources would need to be allocated for 
the speech lab to comfortably accommodate every stu-
dent enrolled in the basic communication course. These 
resources would include having additional attendees 
working in the speech lab as well as adding more rooms 
to the facility itself to allow for multiple students simul-
taneously.  
Through the participants’ suggestions, several spe-
cific improvements were offered regarding the design 
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and setup of a speech lab. First, all video equipment 
should be removed out of sight from students in the lab 
presentation room because it can be a distraction at 
times. Appointment times at the lab should be increased 
to allow students more time to receive feedback. Also, 
the participants indicated that having more than one 
lab attendee providing feedback would not only give the 
students various perspectives on their speech, but it 
also would help make the lab environment more realis-
tic to the classrooms.  
 
Future Research 
The major themes and categories that have emerged 
from this study as well as the practical implications 
suggested previously need to be closely examined in or-
der to fully understand the effects the speech laboratory 
have on students enrolled in basic public speaking 
courses. Specific areas of future research should focus 
on how speech laboratories clarify aspects of public 
speaking for students, which in turn reduces their un-
certainty about the public speaking process as a whole. 
Results of a previous study examining speech laborato-
ries conducted by Jones, Hunt, Simonds and Comadena 
(2002) suggest that students may use speech laborato-
ries as a method for reducing uncertainty about public 
speaking, which the researchers termed Public Speak-
ing Uncertainty (PSU). 
In that study, the researchers also created the Pub-
lic Speaking Certainty Scale (see Appendix A) that was 
successfully used to measure this potential relationship 
between speech labs and student uncertainty regarding 
the public speaking process. The Public Speaking Cer-
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tainty Scale (PSCS) is a modified version of Clatter-
buck’s (1979) CLUES7. Previous research studies using 
this modified measure have reported alpha reliability 
estimates of .78 (Jones et al., 2002). In future studies, 
researchers could compare students’ PSCS scores before 
and after visiting a speech lab to see if that experience 
has any effect on students’ levels of uncertainty about 
the public speaking process.  
Additionally, future research should more closely 
examine the “relief” that the participants of this study 
experienced after concluding their speech lab visit. This 
is necessary in order to discover the origin of this re-
sponse, which could then be enhanced for students.  
Finally, the relationship between the lab attendees’ 
personalities and the students’ overall impressions of 
the lab should also be investigated. The current study 
only revealed that when the lab attendees were friendly, 
respectful, and more positive towards the students, 
their overall impression of the lab was more positive. 
Could the opposite also be true? If the lab attendees 
were not supportive during the visit, could the students’ 
perception of the lab be affected negatively? 
 
CONCLUSION 
At this point, the development of speech laboratories 
as a supplement for basic public speaking courses is a 
trend only a handful of universities currently embrace. 
However, this trend is gaining momentum. In order for 
everyone in the educational hierarchy, including stu-
dents, teachers, course directors, department chairs, 
and university leadership, to fully realize the benefits of 
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speech and other communication laboratories, compre-
hensive examinations must be conducted to completely 
understand the effects these facilities signify. As for the 
speech laboratory from the current study, John may 
best summarize the usefulness of these facilities with 
the following quote: 
John: I would say the lab is a very useful tool for any-
one giving a speech or that is preparing to do a speech 
whether it is their first time…or as a freshman or a 
senior. Also not only does it ease your anxiety of giv-
ing speeches…you may receive a different side of a 
topic you never realized was there before.  
Only through a dedicated effort to thoroughly examine 
speech laboratories will we be able to determine how ac-
curate his assessment truly is. 
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APPENDIX A 
PUBLIC SPEAKING CERTAINTY SCALE (PSCS) 
Rate your feelings towards the following questions by circling 
a number between 1 and 5. If you are EXTREMELY CONFI-
DENT with a question, circle a 1. If you are NOT AT ALL 
CONFIDENT with a question, circle a 5. If your confidence 
with a question falls between these, please circle the corre-
sponding number 2 through 4, 3 representing that your feel-
ings are NEUTRAL. 
 
 EC NC 
1. How confident are you in your general 
ability to predict how an audience watching 
your speech will behave? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
2. In general, how confident are you of your 
ability to accurately determine how much 
speech audience members like (or dislike) 
you? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
3. In general, how confident are you of your 
ability to predict accurately a speech audi-
ence member’s values? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
4. In general, how confident are you of your 
ability to predict accurately a speech audi-
ence member’s attitudes? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
5. In general, how confident are you of your 
ability to predict accurately a speech audi-
ence member’s feelings and emotions? 
 
1 
 
2 
 
3 
 
4 
 
5 
6. In general, how confident are you in your 
knowledge of the public speaking process? 
1 2 3 4 5 
7. In general, how confident are you in your 
public speaking skills? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Developed by Jones, et al. (2002). 
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Creating a Dialogue for Change: 
Educating Graduate Teaching Assistants 
in Whiteness Studies 
Kristen P. Treinen 
 
 
 
During a discussion about the need for anti-racist 
pedagogy, I was asked whether or not I believed anyone 
would announce that he/she is a “racist” educator. At 
first, this question seemed ludicrous — of course most 
educators would not claim that they are racist. The 
more that I reflected on this question, the more ironic I 
found it to be. The same educators who would not claim 
to be racist would also not consciously teach in racist 
ways. But, at the same time, I wonder how many educa-
tors reflect upon whether or not they engage in racist 
teaching practices? I wonder how many white educators 
understand the effects of their race on choices in cur-
riculum, teaching strategies, and the ways students get 
differently privileged in their classroom? I believe that a 
great number of educators do work to include diversity 
in their classrooms and work to combat racist remarks 
made by students. However, overcoming racism and in-
cluding diverse perspectives in the classroom involves a 
greater understanding of the extent to which racism is 
perpetuated in textbooks, grading procedures, and as-
sessment techniques.  
In this article I discuss the need to integrate an anti-
racist pedagogy through work in Whiteness Studies in 
the college classroom. It is my hope to facilitate a dia-
logue with basic course directors, communication educa-
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tors, and graduate teaching assistants about antiracist 
practices in the classroom. In order to bring about an 
antiracist dialogue, I begin this essay by framing 
antiracist pedagogical theory. Next, I discuss the rele-
vance that antiracist pedagogy has for communication 
educators and the basic communication course. Finally, 
I offer a model for incorporating antiracist pedagogical 
theory and practice into the training and development 
programs for graduate teaching assistants (GTAs). 
 
ARTICULATING ANTIRACIST PEDAGOGY 
Antiracist pedagogy emerged as a way to address the 
institutional and structural inequities in schools. 
Antiracist pedagogy is fundamentally an interdiscipli-
nary approach that addresses “the histories and experi-
ences of people who have been left out of the curricu-
lum” (Lee, 1995, p. 9). Antiracist pedagogy works to 
move beyond the “people are different” perspective, and 
examine how and why particular groups are marginal-
ized in our schools and larger society (Lee, 1995, p. 10). 
Furthermore, an antiracist pedagogy confronts racism 
as an institutional problem that moves beyond individ-
ual instances of prejudicial acts or attitudes. Duarte and 
Smith (2000) explain, “Antiracism does not seek to de-
velop pedagogical practices that are designed for preju-
dice reduction. Instead this location produces an opposi-
tional critique of racism in its systemic and institutional 
form” (p. 16). Thompson (1997) argues that “racism is a 
system of privilege and oppression, a network of tradi-
tions, legitimating standards, material and institutional 
arrangements, and ideological apparatuses that, to-
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gether, serve to perpetuate hierarchical social relations 
based on race” (p. 9). Thompson conceptualizes racism 
as “structural and embodied inequities that are ren-
dered “legitimate” and appropriate by particular con-
ventions of policy, law, common sense, and even science” 
(p. 8). What becomes legitimized in our society is that 
White people are the norm and, as a result, get to set 
the standards for normalcy.  
At the core of antiracist education is the study of 
Whiteness and its implication in the systematic nature 
of racism. For several years, scholars of color have been 
discussing the implications of whiteness; now white 
educators are beginning to understand the value of ex-
amining the implications of whiteness for whites. West 
(1990) maintains that “'Whiteness' is a politically con-
structed category parasitic on blackness” (p. 29). White-
ness needs blackness to maintain its purity and nor-
mality. For instance, by focusing on blackness, white-
ness becomes further hidden behind its veil or neutral-
ity. The historical inequalities that non-whites have 
faced in our country are the direct result of placing 
whiteness in binary opposition with blackness. Shome 
(1996) argues that whiteness is “the everyday, invisible, 
subtle, cultural, and social practices, ideas, and codes 
that discursively secure the power and privilege of 
White people” (p. 503). Antiracist educators argue that 
through a naming and marking of the white center of 
power, space can be made for the voices of those op-
pressed by systematic racism. An antiracist pedagogy 
must make problematic how whiteness “as a racial iden-
tity and social construction is taught, learned, experi-
enced, and identified in certain forms of knowledge, val-
ues and privilege,” otherwise it risks reinforcing the 
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dominant discourse in the classroom (Giroux, 1997, p. 
295). 
Anti-racist pedagogy “is fundamentally a perspective 
that allows us to get an explanation of why things are 
the way they are in terms of power relationships, in 
terms of equality issues” (Lee, 1995, p. 9). Anti-racist 
pedagogy treats racism as more than merely prejudice 
and demands that we “examine the unexamined as-
sumptions concerning issues like textbooks and cur-
riculum decisions” (Warren, 1999, p. 198). Anti-racist 
pedagogy includes examining the struggles of “racial 
minorities against imperial, colonial, and neocolonial 
experiences” and “insists on closely studying the sites, 
institutions, and ways in which racism originates” 
(Rezai-Rashti, 1995, p. 6). An important aspect of ra-
cism involves our fundamental assumptions about di-
versity. Moreover, antiracist pedagogical theory calls for 
us to critically interrogate whiteness—the hidden norm 
against which non-whites are judged. An analysis of the 
unquestioned normalcy of whiteness and a dismantling 
of the inherent power of whiteness will allow room for 
the cultural perspectives others. 
An anti-racist pedagogy provides educators with a 
lens through which they and their students can question 
the taken for granted nature of whiteness in the class-
room. If you have ever been asked what whiteness 
means and failed to come up with an answer you have 
encountered the power that whiteness possesses. Naka-
yama and Krizek (1999) explain that “whiteness has as-
sumed the position of an uninterrogated space” (p. 90). 
As long as we do not know what whiteness means, it is 
allowed to remain invisible. Nakayama and Krizek 
(1999) go on to argue that “the invisibility of whiteness 
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has been manifested through its universality. The uni-
versality of whiteness resides in its already defined po-
sition as everything” (p. 91). Whiteness as an unmarked 
location is normative and as such sets the standards for 
all other groups. 
 
A JUSTIFICATION FOR ANTIRACIST PEDAGOGY 
IN THE BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE 
Analyzing Whiteness opens a theoretical space for 
teachers and students to articulate how their own racial 
identities have been shaped within a broader racist cul-
ture and what responsibility they might assume for liv-
ing in a present in which Whites are accorded privileges 
and opportunity (though in complex and different ways) 
largely at the expense of other racial groups. (Giroux, 
1997a) 
Through research in anti-racist pedagogy and work 
in whiteness studies, I have found a need for basic 
course directors, communication educators, and gradu-
ate teaching assistants to understand the implications 
and impact of racism and whiteness in the classroom. 
Several scholars (Derman-Sparks, 1995; Ladson-Bill-
ings, 1994; Lee, 1995; Kanpol, 1995; McIntyre, 1997; 
Shome, 1996) reinforce the need for work in antiracist 
pedagogy. Antiracist pedagogues work to transform the 
dominant Eurocentric curriculum (e.g., middle class, 
heterosexual, male, able-bodied, etc.) to include “histo-
ries and knowledges that have long been silenced in the 
name of socially constructed sacrosanct norms” (Rodri-
guez, 1998, p. 33). Rodriguez points to what is known as 
the hidden curriculum, a curriculum that reproduces 
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dominant ideological views and silences the views of 
students from minority groups (Darder, 1995, p. 331).  
Transforming the classroom experience through 
work in antiracist pedagogy is not an easy charge. Those 
incorporating antiracists approaches in the classroom 
will face ethical issues ranging from the choice of mate-
rials to incorporate in the curriculum to the treatment 
of students in the classroom. For instance, in order to 
challenge the hidden curriculum, students must be 
challenged with issues of racism and whiteness. As a 
result, educators will have to make the choice to silence 
traditionally dominant voices while encouraging minor-
ity voices to be heard in the classroom. Students who 
have been silenced or faced with issues of racism may 
respond with feelings of guilt, discomfort, and anger. 
Understanding these reactions and working to help stu-
dents work through and past these feelings is central for 
educators utilizing antiracist practices in the classroom. 
Educators might also encounter resistance from their 
students and their colleagues. Anderson, Bentley, Gal-
legos, Herr and Saavedra (1995) argue “teachers who 
attempt to interrupt and interrogate power relations 
that favor dominant groups are often viewed as ‘politi-
cal” and may face a backlash from educators of the 
dominant group. However, Anderson, Bentley, Gallegos, 
Herr and Saavedra (1995) also point out that the back-
lash may come from members of the non-dominant 
group who identify with the interests of the dominant 
group. Consequently, educators utilizing critical ap-
proaches in the classroom are often teaching on the de-
fensive. As someone who works to implement antiracist 
pedagogical strategies in my classrooms, I contend the 
benefits of incorporating antiracist pedagogical strate-
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gies is worth the time and effort taken to confront the 
potential obstacles and ethical choices an educator may 
face; however, I also believe that each individual educa-
tor must answer these questions for him/herself (Ander-
sen, 1999).  
There are several reasons why I argue antiracist 
pedagogical strategies should be implemented by com-
munication educators. First, I explore why basic course 
directors, communication educators and graduate 
teaching assistants, our future colleagues in the disci-
pline of speech communication, should address issues of 
race and ethnicity in the college and university class-
room. Next, I address why communication educators are 
integral to transforming the college and university 
classroom for students of color. Finally, I discuss why 
basic course directors and graduate teaching assistants 
can be instrumental in helping transform the systematic 
racism faced in our institutions of higher education. 
As communication faculty, basic course directors, 
and graduate teaching assistants, we are facing an in-
creasingly diverse classroom. According to Wirt, Choy, 
Provasnik, Rooney, Sen, and Tobin (2003), “more than 
half of undergraduates were women in 1999-2000” and 
“the proportions of White students has decreased, while 
the proportion of students in each other racial/ethnic 
group has increased” (p. 66). As a result, “combined, mi-
norities represented nearly a third of all undergradu-
ates in 1999-2000” (p.66). While our undergraduate stu-
dent population has become more diverse, the graduate 
student and full-time instructional faculty and staff 
have remained predominantly white. Wirt, Choy, Ger-
ald, Provasnik, Rooney, Watanabe, and Tobin (2002) re-
ported that nearly 80% of all graduate students were 
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white in 1999. While 9% of graduate students were 
black, nearly 6% were Hispanic and Asian/Pacific Is-
lander, and 1% of graduate students were American In-
dian/Alaskan Native. Full-time instructional faculty and 
staff are demographically similar to the graduate stu-
dent population with slight differences in the amount of 
black faculty members in our colleges and universities. 
Zimbler (2002) reported that in 1998 the majority, or 
85%, of full-time instructional faculty and staff were 
White. Approximately 6 percent were Asian or Pacific 
Islander; 5% were Black; 3% were Hispanic; and 1% 
were American Indian or Alaskan Native (p. 48). With 
such disparities between the ethnic and racial back-
grounds of faculty, graduate students, and undergradu-
ate students, I argue that in order to be successful in 
the communication classroom we must deconstruct our 
current teaching strategies in order to transform our 
classrooms for all students.  
Communication educators are central to helping 
transform the classroom experience for non-white stu-
dents in our college and university classrooms. 
Antiracist pedagogical research and practice in the field 
of communication is important because it is these in-
structors who introduce undergraduate students to the 
principles informing effective communication. Commu-
nication educators teach the ways in which communica-
tion influences students’ thoughts, perceptions, and ac-
tions (Gouran, Wiethoff, & Dolger, 1994). A student’s 
race and the race of other communicators significantly 
impacts how these students think about, perceive, and 
engage in communication with others. Therefore, an 
antiracist pedagogue with work in Whiteness Studies 
would engage in a systematic analysis of what it means 
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to be White in our society, and how whiteness provides 
power and privilege in hidden ways. An antiracist peda-
gogue might also examine how communication processes 
are influenced by whiteness. Through a clearer under-
standing of whiteness and the role it plays in our educa-
tional institutions and wider society, we will not only 
help our students become better communicators but also 
help our students learn more about themselves — their 
identity — in the process. 
Tanno and Gonzalez (1998) pose these questions to 
communication scholars: “Where is multicultural iden-
tity to be found? How is it formed and maintained?” (p. 
4). The study of antiracist pedagogy within the disci-
pline of Speech Communication is also important be-
cause communication scholars argue that culture and 
identity are created through the process of communica-
tion — through our interactions and interpersonal rela-
tionships. Our communication helps us construct our 
cultural reality and our identities. Consequently, com-
munication also helps our students learn more about 
cultures other than their own. For example, we teach 
students that communication helps them express, sus-
tain, and alter our cultural backgrounds (Wood, 1997). 
Through conversations and interactions with family, 
friends, and acquaintances, our students have the abil-
ity to represent their cultural values, beliefs, and atti-
tudes to friends, family, and wider society.  
What antiracist pedagogues purport to do (i.e., iden-
tify and break down the systematic nature of racism in 
our educational institutions) is imbedded in our taken 
for granted communication patterns as researchers, 
scholars and teachers. Our patterns of communication 
reflect our cultural values and perspectives. For in-
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stance, while many scholars have taken great strides to 
include cultural communication throughout their basic 
communication course textbooks (Brydon & Scott, 2003; 
Kearney & Plax, 1999; Wood, 2001; Wood 2003) the 
dominant culture view (which is the Eurocentric, White 
male perspective in the U. S.) is the view most often 
represented in the textbooks and curricula (Churchill, 
1995; Levine, Lowe, Peterson, & Tenorio, 1995). Fur-
thermore, when culture is explored in our basic commu-
nication course classrooms it is often the “other” that is 
studied. In other words, the “White” person is implied as 
the normative first person perspective present in the 
text (Treinen & Warren, 2001). These patterns become 
so imbedded in our everyday communicative practice 
that we rarely question or critique whether or not they 
are racist. 
Basic course directors play a significant role when 
serving the undergraduate student population. For ex-
ample, Trank (1999) argues 
The basic course is the only course within our disci-
pline that is required by a significant number of other 
departments and colleges for graduation surveys over 
the past 2 decades have indicated that the basic com-
munication course is required for noncommunication 
majors in a majority of the institutions across the 
country. This unique characteristic provides healthy 
departmental enrollments and excellent visibility 
across campus. . . . The ultimate responsibility for the 
quality of this course with several sections inevitably 
belongs to the director of the course. (p. 447) 
Basic course directors have important decisions to 
make concerning content and pedagogical strategies 
when considering how to best serve the undergraduate 
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students from diverse backgrounds. Trank (1999) con-
tends that basic course directors must serve “as the 
educational leaders for the most critical program within 
most undergraduate communication departments” (p. 
450). Trank (1999) explains that a liberal interpretation 
of a National Communication Survey of more than 2,000 
institutions reported close to 2 million students are 
served each year by the basic communication course (p. 
450). When considering the goals of communication edu-
cation, the increasingly diverse student population in 
our colleges and universities, and the importance of the 
basic communication course to colleges and universities, 
basic course directors are in a key position to help GTAs 
develop new and meaningful pedagogical tools.  
GTAs are in a particularly significant position to cri-
tique and destabilize the way that culture is repre-
sented and explored in the curriculum. Although GTAs 
have little impact on the decision of which materials will 
be used in the basic communication course and the 
overall course requirements, GTAs often teach stand-
alone sections of the basic communication course with 
total responsibility for the pedagogical strategies and 
methods used to transmit the communication theory. 
While teaching the stand-alone courses, graduate teach-
ing assistant’s have the opportunity to reach a vast 
number of students on a college campus. For instance, 
Cano, Jones, and Chism (1991) explain that at some 
large institutions, “TAs teach as much as 38% of the 
course sections offered during a given semester” (p. 88). 
More recently, Staton (1999) argues that GTAs are 
responsible for teaching nearly half of all undergraduate 
instruction (p. 42). For example, when I was a graduate 
teaching assistant at a small Midwestern university, 
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GTAs were responsible for teaching approximately 25 
sections of the basic communication course. These 
courses enrolled approximately 22 students per section 
each semester. In one semester, these GTAs collectively 
taught nearly 550 students. At another large 
Midwestern university where I served as Assistant 
Director of the Core Curriculum, GTAs taught 
approximately 60 sections per semester of the basic 
communication course. These courses averaged 20 
students per section. In one semester, GTAs collectively 
taught nearly 1200 students. Currently, I serve as Basic 
Course Director at a small Midwestern university. The 
GTAs that I supervise teach 25 sections of the basic 
communication course each semester. These courses 
average 28-30 students per section. In one semester, 
these GTAs will collectively teach 750 students. These 
statistics underline the importance of graduate teaching 
assistants to the educational environment at several 
universities and colleges throughout the United States.  
While I believe that is important for all communica-
tion educators to begin working with antiracist peda-
gogical theory and practice, I will focus the remainder of 
this essay on how to incorporate antiracist theory and 
practice with basic course directors and GTAs. These 
educators are central to transmitting the foundations of 
communication theory to our undergraduate student 
populations on most college and university campuses. 
Once GTAs have a firm foundation in pedagogical 
strategies such as how to administer a college course, 
how to evaluate and assess student learning, what 
teaching strategies to employ, and how to manage a 
classroom, a basic course director can introduce 
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antiracist pedagogical theory for points of exploration 
and discussion.  
IMPLEMENTING ANTIRACIST PEDAGOGY 
IN THE BASIC COURSE CLASSROOM 
A graduate student training and development pro-
gram is a unique opportunity to introduce GTAs to 
antiracist pedagogy. For many GTAs, this is their first 
exposure to teaching practices and issues surrounding 
pedagogy in the classroom. A GTA training program 
also allows a space to challenge and confront future 
pedagogical issues that graduate teaching assistants 
may encounter. As Thompson (1997) argues, there is a 
need “to create performative spaces in which the com-
monplaces of racism can be unsettledin which racism 
can be addressed as a framing of meaning rather than 
as natural” (p. 35). In what follows, I offer one potential 
model for integrating an antiracist pedagogy into the 
training and development program utilized with gradu-
ate teaching assistants. What I offer is not the only ap-
proach to antiracist pedagogy; rather, it is a place to 
begin the discussion about implementing antiracist 
pedagogical approaches with GTAs for use in the basic 
course classroom. 
A useful model for introducing antiracist pedagogy 
through work in Whiteness studies with graduate 
teaching assistants (or other communication educators) 
is articulated by Rodriguez (1998) in his article Empty-
ing the Contents of Whiteness: Toward an Understand-
ing of the Relation Between Whiteness and Pedagogy. 
First, Rodriguez (1998) asserts that work in whiteness 
studies should “not only uncover the hidden curriculum 
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of normalizing systems but also bring to light and teach 
subjugated histories” (p. 33). The training of GTAs in 
antiracist pedagogy must start with the basic course di-
rector engaging in an analysis of the current curriculum 
of the basic communication course. For instance, the 
Basic Course Director may ask him/herself who decided 
which cultural perspectives are being presented in the 
textbook that will be used? More importantly, who cre-
ated the representations of cultural others that the stu-
dents will be reading about? How is race, including 
whiteness, being articulated in the textbooks, syllabus, 
activities, and assignments required in the basic course? 
All too often the representations in college classrooms 
are from a Eurocentric perspective. At the same time, 
the curricula and the methodologies used in the basic 
course are being examined, the histories and knowl-
edges of those who have been systematically silenced 
need to be brought to the forefront. Sleeter and Mon-
tecinos (1999) argue that educators “who successfully 
teach children from oppressed communities actively af-
firm the cultures, ideologies, memories, languages, and 
communities of the children” (p. 117). For instance, one 
might consider whose communicative practices and re-
alities are represented in the textbook that GTAs use, 
and, second, how do these representations push other 
perspectives to the margins? Because GTAs teach a re-
quired course with core-curriculum requirements, these 
issues should be considered before graduate student 
training and transferred into the training and develop-
ment of the GTAs.  
 Next, a pedagogy of whiteness “should attempt to 
reconfigure whiteness in antiracist, antihomophobic, 
and antisexist ways” (Rodriguez, 1998, p. 33). Basic 
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Course Directors need to give GTAs the opportunity to 
critically reflect on what it means to be white and be 
“cognizant of themselves in relation to history and place, 
that is, in this case, able to define and acknowledge 
their own whiteness” (Titone, 1998, p. 167). Just as con-
versations about African Americans or Latino/as should 
not essentialize the experiences of all members of these 
groups, whiteness should be exposed as something that 
is ever changing and possible to recreate in positive 
ways. During conversations about what it means to be 
white, the (white) graduate teaching assistants may ex-
perience feelings of guilt or shame. As Sleeter (1996) ex-
plains “the more we critically attend to our behavior, the 
more guilty many white people feel because we realize 
the degree to which we adhere to racial boundaries, as 
well as boundaries of social class, language, and so 
forth” (p. 145). These conversations about whiteness can 
take place throughout the course of a graduate student 
conference, but should also continue throughout the 
training and development of the GTAs in order to help 
these teachers move from feelings of guilt to an under-
standing of how an understanding of racism and white-
ness can bring about social and transformative change 
in our basic communication course classrooms. These 
discussions could be continued as part of developmental 
workshops, or in a course on pedagogy offered to gradu-
ate students. If these critiques and discussions do not 
take place, whiteness is allowed to remain the invisible 
and naturalized center of power in the classroom.  
Rodriguez (1998) also argues that any pedagogy of 
whiteness must “be thought of as a critical pedagogy of 
whiteness in the sense that it must deal, in some way, 
with the issue of power” (p. 35). Graduate teaching as-
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sistants students should be asked regularly to discuss 
the role of the teacher in the classroom. These discus-
sions provide an opportunity for conversations about 
power in the classroom. For instance, a critical pedagogy 
of whiteness would prompt a number of questions for 
explanation. How does the traditional style of lecturing 
(i.e., teacher behind the podium, or the banking model of 
education) reinforce power structures in the classroom? 
Whose style of public speaking is valued in the speech 
communication classroom? Often instructors of the basic 
course are still teaching the public speaking style 
taught by Plato and Aristotle. Clearly, their speaking 
style is fundamental to our discipline; however, as Na-
kayama and Krizek (1999) maintain, “Plato and Aris-
totle, from a privileged class were not interested in 
theorizing or empowering ways that women, slaves, or 
other culturally marginalized people might speak. The 
rhetor was always already assumed to be a member of 
the center” (p. 90). Through critical conversations about 
power and empowerment in the classroom, graduate 
teaching assistants can begin to rethink their role in the 
classroom. 
Finally, a pedagogy of whiteness “must examine cul-
ture, especially popular culture, for a political struggle 
demands attention to culture — understanding what’s 
out there, resisting cultural messages that disempower 
us, creating circulating alternative visions” (Rodriguez, 
1998, p. 35). The products of popular culture can be used 
to interrogate how whiteness and racism shape our 
daily lives. Case studies and critical incidents could be 
used to examine how to integrate the interests of the 
students (computers, sports, movies, parties, etc.) into 
the classroom curriculum as sites of learning. Address-
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ing popular culture, as sites of political struggle will in-
evitably provide GTAs with a clearer understanding of 
how invisible whiteness is in our society. Giroux (1997b) 
argues that movies can provide “exemplary” representa-
tions of dominant readings of whiteness. For his analy-
sis, he uses two movies (Dangerous Minds and Suture) 
to examine the pedagogical implications for examining 
whiteness (p. 296).  
The examination of popular culture by GTAs during 
training and development programs could also provide 
ideas for how these teachers could then use popular cul-
ture in their own classrooms. It is especially important 
for graduate teaching assistants of the basic communi-
cation course to examine popular culture in order to 
help students relate their everyday exposure to televi-
sions, movies, music, and news to what they are learn-
ing in the classroom. As Johnson (1999) asserts, com-
munication studies “has a particularly important role 
[in Whiteness Studies/antiracist pedagogy] as communi-
cation is concerned not only with the means of commu-
nication, but also the construction of meaning through 
communication” (p. 5). The constant bombardment of 
popular culture images on our students provides the 
perfect opportunity to analyze how whiteness is con-
structed in our [students and teachers] daily lives. bell 
hooks (1997) argues that  
since most white people do not have to “see” black 
people constantly (appearing on billboards, television, 
movies, in magazines, etc.) and they do not need to be 
ever on guard, observing black people to be “safe,” 
they can live as though black people are invisible, and 
can imagine as though they are also invisible to 
blacks. (p. 168-169)  
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Asking students to consider why there are so few repre-
sentations of African Americans, Hispanics, Native 
Americans, or Asian Americans on billboards or in 
magazines could create a dialogue that begins to inves-
tigate the invisibility of whiteness in popular culture. 
We might ask our students, for example, how the televi-
sion show Friends perpetuates the “invisibility” of 
whiteness? Or, we might ask ours students to explain 
how whiteness gets constructed on Friends. Through an 
investigation of popular culture representations, white-
ness becomes marked and scrutinized — it can then no 
longer be the taken for granted norm by which all non-
white others are judged.  
The training and development of GTAs in antiracist 
pedagogy involves more than figuring out where to in-
clude materials about diversity in the curriculum. An 
antiracist pedagogical approach to training graduate 
teaching assistants begins with an examination of the 
materials that the GTAs will be using in the classroom. 
Next, GTAs must be given the opportunity to question 
white identity and its implication in the system of ra-
cism, to critique and analyze the power structures in the 
classroom, and to investigate how popular culture sites 
reinscribe the normalcy of whiteness. Antiracist peda-
gogy should also be viewed as a process that is ongoing 
and ever changing. After the initial graduate student 
training, the GTAs must continue the work they began 
in their classrooms and in discussions with colleagues. 
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CONCLUSION 
One of the most serious problems confronting teachers 
is that they cannot recognize their own biases. There 
is an attachment to the colorblindness among educa-
tors, who forcefully contend they operate on the prin-
ciple that all children are the same and should be 
treated the same. By denying racial differences, 
teachers are refusing to recognize [students’] full 
range of social experiences, histories, including mem-
bership in racial groups as well as the possibility of 
painful episodes of discrimination. (Rezi-Rashti, 1995, 
p. 12) 
Few educators would enter a classroom and intend 
to perpetuate racism. However, if studying “other” cul-
tures becomes acceptable, without recognizing that race 
will not be recognized. Simply adding the voices and 
perspectives of cultures other than white culture will 
not alleviate the inequities that minorities experience in 
the classroom. Treating students as though they are all 
the “same” does not benefit them — it only allows an in-
structor to further distance her/himself and her/his stu-
dents from the system of racism. 
Antiracist pedagogy through work in whiteness 
studies demands a critical examination of the center of 
power [whiteness] in “the hope that the center will fall 
apart” (Warren, 1999, p. 197). An antiracist pedagogy 
seeks not only to glance outward at the cultural mar-
gins, but it should “also include critical and focused at-
tention inward toward the powerful center of racial 
privilege” (Warren, 1999, p. 198). Educators engaged in 
antiracist pedagogy find their classrooms offer a site to 
begin the critical examination of racism, of what it 
174
Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 16 [2004], Art. 18
http://ecommons.udayton.edu/bcca/vol16/iss1/18
158 Dialogue for Change 
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL 
means be white, and the implications of white privilege 
in our society. 
What I proposed in this essay is one way for basic 
course directors to expose graduate teaching assistants 
to antiracist pedagogy. If communication educators 
want to create the spaces for learning how to combat ra-
cism, anti-racist pedagogy is a necessary and essential 
componentof teacher training and development. Edu-
cating graduate teaching assistants in antiracist peda-
gogy is especially important when one reflects on the 
vast number of students GTAs will encounter and the 
stark contrast between the race of students, communi-
cation faculty, and GTAs teaching the basic communica-
tion course; the future of the professoriate. 
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Public participation is the very soul of democratic 
citizenship; yet increasingly, a wall separates us from 
the world outside and from others who have likewise 
taken refuge in private sanctuaries. Concerns about 
community permeate nearly every aspect of American 
life from corporate boardrooms to classrooms of higher 
education (Shepherd & Rothenbuhler, 2001). An impor-
tant theme in Putnam’s (2000) chronicle of the collapse 
and hopeful revival of American community is the rela-
tionship between social change and generational 
change. Far from being the civic-minded generation of 
their predecessors, baby-boomers and Generation X 
seem less likely to be involved with their community 
ranging from participating in Parent Teacher Associa-
tions, voting in political elections, writing letters to the 
editor, and attending church functions. Despite positive 
correlations between education and civic involvement as 
well as higher levels of education among Generation X 
and their successors, growing evidence suggests Gen-
eration X prefers to “bowl alone.”  
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The spectator mentality of Generation X is chroni-
cled in Sacks’ (1996) account of teaching in postmodern 
America (see also McMillan & Cheney, 1996). As “con-
sumers” of an educational product, Generation X stu-
dents are often highly demanding. Sacks attributes this 
in part to an increasingly materialistic and media-
driven society that has created a “culture of young peo-
ple who were born and bred to sit back and enjoy the 
spectacle that engulfed them” (p. 9). While Sacks paints 
a dim picture, we do not believe that his students are 
too much different than the students we have taught. 
Yet, we also believe that many of our students yearn for 
opportunities to create community(s). The challenge be-
comes, how do we engage our students in the learning 
process in ways that promote life-long learning and civic 
engagement?  
Paralleling the decline in civic engagement during 
the late 20th century and the rise of the consumer men-
tality in the classroom, we witnessed a growing move-
ment in higher education toward more accountability for 
connecting what we do as teacher-scholars to a larger 
social context (e.g., Boyer, 1990; Cushman, 1999; Swick, 
2001). The communication discipline has been at the 
forefront of such changes (e.g., Applegate & Morreale, 
1999; Cheney, Wilhelmsson, & Zorn, 2002; Conville, 
2001; Shepherd & Rothenbuhler, 2001), with Craig 
(1989, 1999) offering a useful argument that communi-
cation is a “practical discipline” through which scholars 
can engage in creative projects that both contribute to 
our disciplinary knowledge and address societal issues. 
Of particular note is the emergence of the service-
learning movement in higher education in general and 
communication studies specifically, which is intended 
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to: (a) help educators better intersect with broader host 
communities, (b) encourage students to be active agents 
in the learning process, (c) illustrate connections be-
tween what students learn and how they live, and (d) 
encourage educators and students alike to become 
agents of social change rather than spectators of public 
affairs (Kezar & Rhoads, 2002). In our attempts to meet 
the needs of local, state, national, and international 
communities, the discipline is returning to its classical 
roots and Aristotelian concerns for the reflexive rela-
tionship between discursive interchanges and commu-
nity (Depew & Peters, 2001).  
The National and Community Service Act of 1990 
defines service-learning as an instructional method al-
lowing students to systematically apply course material 
in community based projects (Campus Compact, 2001). 
Derived from John Dewey’s (1927) perspective on expe-
riential education and pioneered in the 1960s and 1970s 
as a learning model, service-learning projects encourage 
students to integrate theory with practice, reflect on 
their roles as citizens in a democracy, and provide 
meaningful service to others. The academic component 
of service-learning requires the connection between 
course curriculum and community service. Unlike tradi-
tional volunteering, service-learning offers participants 
the opportunity to bridge classroom objectives with 
community outreach. Service experiences take on new 
meaning when students not only summarize their expe-
rience but also reflect upon how the work itself connects 
to course material and objectives.  
Our purpose is to contribute to the growing discus-
sion of service-learning by focusing on the pedagogical 
justification for service learning and its usefulness in 
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speech communication basic courses. We draw on di-
verse literature as well as our own teaching and learn-
ing experiences and one author’s experience as the fac-
ulty director of a campus-wide service-learning center. 
We begin by organizing extant literature around two 
key themes: (a) the connection of self to subject matter 
and (b) the connection of self to community(s). Next, we 
illustrate the potential usefulness of service-learning in 
speech communication basic courses. Woven throughout 
the manuscript are what we believe to represent “best 
practices” leading to rigorous learning experiences for 
students and meaningful service to society. Finally, we 
end with a few cautionary notes concerning the use of 
service-learning pedagogy. 
 
CONNECTING SELF WITH SUBJECT MATTER 
For many of our students their civic lives begin in 
school, which is second only to their family as a forma-
tive socializing force (Jablin, 2001). Through both for-
mal and informal socialization students are taught (or 
not) the virtues of democratic participation, public dis-
course, and even economic mobility as they consume the 
capital of knowledge. The importance of educational in-
stitutions as socializing agents holds both promise and 
peril for the future of civic engagement. Sacks (1996) 
argues that students are generally unengaged and apa-
thetic about learning. If students lack the motivation to 
learn, how can they suddenly materialize into citizens 
committed to civic engagement? Likewise, Postman 
(1985) argues that the materialistic and glitzy MTV cul-
ture has forced educators to adopt less rigorous and 
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even shallow techniques for entertaining (rather than 
teaching) students. Regardless of which perspective is 
used, the conclusion is the same: Students of Generation 
X (and their successors) do not demonstrate the same 
promise for civic engagement evident in previous gen-
erations. We do not necessarily maintain such a pessi-
mistic viewpoint. We agree with Sprague (1993) that the 
most important arena for communication praxis is in 
our classrooms. As teachers we have the power to in-
spire, excite and engage—it is our responsibility to de-
termine the appropriate techniques for using such 
power. Service-learning has become one of our most 
powerful tools for creating and maintaining student en-
gagement. In this section we discuss service-learning in 
terms of its ability to connect self with subject matter. 
Most teaching efforts at the college level are directed 
at matters of procedural knowledge — presenting theo-
ries, methods, and findings of our field (Aleman, 2002; 
Novek, 1999). Consequently, we often overlook the piv-
otal perspective of subjective knowing. When subjective 
knowing is dismissed, students may lose a sense of not 
only having, but owning their voices and opinions. The 
capacity for connected knowing must be nurtured to ac-
quire more powerful thinking strategies. Feminist writ-
ers have long argued for reconfiguring teaching and 
knowing in the classroom in ways that connect students 
with the production of knowledge (e.g., Belenky, Clin-
chy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; Clinchy, 1989; Gilli-
gan, 1982; Stanton, 1996). For instance, Stanton de-
scribes education as relational — a relationship that in-
volves knowledge, attentiveness, and care directed not 
only at disciplinary material but also to students’ expe-
riences and ever-evolving identity construction. Service-
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learning represents a pedagogy that allows students to 
explore and understand themselves—who they are and 
what they can become. As such, Novek (1999) describes 
service-learning as a feminist pedagogy because “serv-
ice-learning is a useful strategy for challenging the (tra-
ditional) power relationships of traditional pedagogy” (p. 
231). By connecting self with subject, students become 
part of learning communities in which knowledge is co-
constructed and often emerge better able to articulate 
their knowledge, skills, and abilities.  
 Connecting self with subject matter through 
service-learning illustrates Parker Palmer’s (1998) call 
for “courageous” teaching and learning. Palmer uses the 
principal of paradox to understand classroom dynamics 
and stress subjective engagement. He argues that 
teaching and learning require a higher degree of aware-
ness than we ordinarily possess — an awareness that is 
heightened when we are caught in creative tensions. For 
example, Parker suggests that classrooms should honor 
the “little” stories of students and the “big” stories of 
disciplinary knowledge. Service-learning allows teach-
ers to induce this creative tension. Because service-
learning provides students with community-based expe-
riences, space is created to hear stories of personal ex-
perience and identity construction in which the stu-
dents’ inner teachers are at work. At the same time, the 
big stories of our discipline can be used to help frame 
students’ narratives and help them make sense of their 
experiences. “Teaching always takes place at the cross-
roads of the personal and the public,” argues Palmer, 
“and if I want to teach well, I must learn to stand where 
these opposites intersect” (p. 63). 
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Extant literature suggests that when service-learn-
ing is deliberately designed and rigorously imple-
mented, it can help students build a bridge between 
academic texts and their experienced realities — the 
stories of a discipline and the stories of students’ lives 
(e.g., Artz, 2001; Eyler, 2000; Driscoll, 2000; Gibson, 
Kostecki, & Lucas, 2001; Novek, 1999; Shue O’Hara; 
Tucker & McCarthy, 2001; Zlotkowski, 2000). In optimal 
circumstances, a reflexive relationship occurs between 
theory and practice; service-learning experiences 
provide opportunities for students to use classroom 
material to inform their service experiences, and con-
comitantly, students use service experiences and their 
sense of self to examine, critique, and shape systems of 
thought. The true potential of service-learning is thus 
realized when students can evaluate evidence, judge 
conflicting claims, and understand material from a 
variety of perspectives. This standpoint reflects recent 
calls to engage in theorizing as transformative practice 
(Barge, 2001).  
Viewing scholarship as transformative practice fo-
cuses our attention beyond a translation metaphor (e.g., 
Petronio, 1999) and on the relationships between theory 
and the lived experience and identities of the parties 
involved at the particular moment (Barge, 2001). Theo-
rizing as transformative practice honors the contribu-
tion of those we work with and moves us to co-create a 
better life with them. Opportunities for critical thinking 
about the process of service-learning and the connection 
between self and subject matter (e.g., journaling, class 
discussion, essay questions, public presentations) are 
critical for the service-learning experience itself and to 
foster a lifetime of reflection for students (Cheney et al., 
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2002). To summarize, we argue service-learning is an 
important pedagogy because it helps students connect 
with the subject. We now address how students make 
connections with their community(s) through service-
learning experiences. 
 
CONNECTING SELF WITH COMMUNITY(S) 
Colby and her colleagues (2000) remind us that a 
primary purpose of the first American colleges and uni-
versities was the development of students’ characters as 
well as their intellects — especially their moral and 
civic development. Reflecting this orientation, Howard 
(2001) argues that for pedagogy to truly be called 
service-learning, it must emphasize “purposeful civic 
learning” and directly and intentionally prepare 
students for active civic participation and engagement 
in a diverse democratic society (see also Gelmon, Hol-
land, Seifer, Shinnamon, & Conners, 1998; Seifer, 1998). 
Civic learning is an important educational goal in an 
era where student interest in politics is declining (Sax, 
2000). Indeed, research has documented learning 
outcomes of increased social awareness and civic respon-
sibility when students participate in community service 
(Astin & Sax, 1998).  
The research of Moely and her colleagues (2002) re-
inforces the benefits of having students connect with 
their community(s) through service-learning. They util-
ized the Civic Attitudes and Skills Questionnaire 
(CASQ) at the beginning and end of a semester to 
measure the attitudes of 541 undergraduate students — 
217 who were doing service-learning and 324 students 
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who were not. Students who were doing service-learning 
showed significant increases in (a) their plans for civic 
action, (b) assessments of their own interpersonal, 
problem-solving, and leadership skills, and (c) 
agreement with items related to issues of social justice.  
One outcome of “purposeful civic learning” facili-
tated by community service emerges as students de-
velop their “social capital.” The core idea of social capital 
theory is that connections among individuals — and cor-
responding norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness — 
have value, and so civic virtue is most powerful when 
embedded in a network of reciprocal social relations 
(Putnam, 2000). Yet many students have not been so-
cialized to truly appreciate social capital apart from 
networking for job-related contacts. As Putnam illus-
trates, in the last third of the 20th century, only mailing 
list membership to organizations whose members never 
meet has continued to expand, while “active involve-
ment in face-to-face organizations has plummeted” (p. 
630). We have seen this phenomenon in some of our 
students who might be referred to as “resume joiners” — 
involved in many organizations in name, but only active 
participants in a few of these.  
McKnight (1995) contends a byproduct of decreased 
involvement and increased individualism in recent gen-
erations is the creation of systems to achieve the desire 
of most human services — care. Yet this is not possible 
because “care is the consenting commitment of citizens 
to one another. Care cannot be produced, provided, 
managed, organized, administered or commodified … 
Care is, indeed, the manifestation of a community” (p. 
x). Rhoads (1997) concurs that central to the process of 
community building is an ethic of care, which may be 
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fostered among students by community service partici-
pation including service-learning activities. The framing 
of care as commitment of citizens to one another high-
lights the importance of social capital. Students need to 
be aware of the connections among themselves and oth-
ers; as Putnam (2000) describes, we need to widen 
awareness of the many ways in which our fates are 
linked.  
The more our students engage their community(s), 
the more they realize that people in general are trust-
worthy and operate with norms of reciprocity. We argue 
that service-learning provides opportunities for students 
to increase their social capital in ways that many peda-
gogical strategies cannot. Specifically, service-learning 
activities typically create opportunities for developing 
“bridging” social capital, which is outward looking and 
encompasses people across diverse social cleavages 
(Putnam, 2000). Individuals who are engaged with 
“bridging” their communities are generally more toler-
ant; the more people are involved with community orga-
nizations, the more open they are to gender equality and 
racial integration.  
Loeb (1999) argues that many of our students sit on 
the sidelines not because they lack understanding of the 
complexities of community issues but rather because 
they do not believe that individual involvement in the 
public sphere is worthwhile. In this culture of individu-
alism, people often feel there is not enough time to take 
care of anyone outside of “me and mine” and are caught 
up in busyness, consumerism and cynicism (Parks 
Daloz, Keen, Keen, & Daloz Parks, 1996). Those who 
find the time to serve others are thus “cast in the forms 
of heroism, altruism, activism, and volunteering.” This 
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creates (mistaken) beliefs that in order to become civi-
cally engaged we must be larger-than-life—someone 
with more time, energy, courage, vision or knowledge 
than most people could ever possess. Impulses toward 
involvement are dampened by a culture that does not 
view heroism as the work of ordinary human beings. 
Subsequently, we often become what Arendt (1961) once 
called “inner immigrants,” privately outraged at our so-
ciety’s directions and problems, but publicly silent be-
cause we mistrust our ability to make a difference. 
Extant literature suggests that service-learning can 
increase students’ self-perceptions about their abilities 
to make a difference (e.g., Elwell & Bean, 2001; Tucker 
& McCarthy, 2001; O’Hara, 2001). One outcome of 
service-learning we have witnessed in ourselves as well 
as our students is the cultivation of confidence in our 
abilities to make unique contributions to our communi-
ties. Additionally, service-learning seems to expand stu-
dents’ awareness of the diversity of community organi-
zations and their unmet needs. At a time when it seems 
that too often we leave social change to some distant he-
roes, service-learning provides opportunities for stu-
dents to find their voice and create visions for a better 
future. Service-learning can connect students in the ba-
sic course with community by “challeng[ing] them to 
think about the larger social issues and how they might 
be able to contribute to change as members of a con-
nected society” (Rhoads, 1997, p. 164). 
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ACADEMIC SERVICE-LEARNING 
IN COMMUNICATION BASIC COURSES 
Daly (2002) argues that communication educators 
must find ways to make what we teach relevant to 
communication experiences outside of the classroom. He 
contends that “we have an ethical responsibility to ad-
dress the concerns of people who want to become better 
communicators” (p. 381). The basic course is a founda-
tional class which fosters new learning opportunities 
and exposure to the discipline of communication (Dance, 
2002). Thus, it is vital to engage basic course students 
in learning opportunities that embrace the age-old dia-
lectic of theory and practice. This can and should occur 
through active participation in service-learning projects 
in the basic course. In this section, we discuss various 
ways service-learning programs can be implemented in 
the basic course. While we particularize our suggestions 
for service-learning projects according to the specific 
type of basic course (public speaking or hybrid introduc-
tion to communication), many of our suggestions can be 
adapted across types. 
 
Public Speaking Basic Courses 
Public speaking courses offer rich environments for 
implementing service-learning programs. Service-
learning can enrich the classroom environment while 
still achieving the basic goals of speech preparation, or-
ganization, and delivery. Furthermore, service-learning 
is a flexible pedagogy — depending on teacher needs, it 
can be designed for individual or collective assignments. 
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As one potential assignment, teachers can require 
speech topics (informative or persuasive) that include a 
community concern. Students would then investigate 
the community topic and develop a project allowing 
them to engage in the learning process through commu-
nity involvement. For example, if a student chose to 
speak about the Big Brother/Sister program, there are 
various ways that she could engage in community par-
ticipation. The student might present her speech to 
community and university organizations encouraging 
further participation in the program — acting as a 
spokesperson/ recruiter while also practicing the very 
techniques of public speaking she is learning in the 
classroom. Subsequently, the student might even serve 
as a Big Brother/Sister, engaging in the community in-
volvement she has suggested of her audience during the 
speech.  
Another way we can involve our classes in service-
learning is to choose a community issue (large enough to 
meet the needs of the class size) and have students 
choose topics of interest that fall within that broader 
issue. For instance, if the community issue chosen for or 
by the class was education, students would have a vari-
ety of topics to choose from — ranging from financial 
support for teachers to healthy eating habits in elemen-
tary schools. The audiences could range from the Board 
of Education to kindergarten classrooms. All students 
would target their speeches to a specific audience, which 
encourages active engagement in audience adaptation 
as well as a hands-on, “real world” application of public 
speaking activities. As a variation, the class could be 
broken into small groups that work together to present 
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speeches collectively, which also allows students to 
practice their group communication skills.  
Primary objectives of public speaking courses in-
clude enhancing speaking and listening skills through 
learning new vocabularies, developing distinctive pat-
terns of speaking, and learning about the multi-sensory 
process of symbolic interaction through which we define 
ourselves and our environment (Friedrich & Boileau, 
1999). Community based projects afford basic course in-
structors opportunities to evaluate students’ achieve-
ment of these objectives in ways that also encourage 
students, through first-hand experience, to reflect on the 
role of symbolizing in a diverse, democratic society. 
Many community settings and social topics are charac-
terized by co-cultural issues including gender roles, 
family structure, religious and spiritual identification, 
space and distance orientations. Service-learning in the 
public speaking course becomes a vehicle for under-
standing the diversity of challenges facing speakers in a 
postmodern world, 
It is important for basic course instructors to re-
member that structured formal feedback is essential in 
the learning process. Unless service-learning results in 
substantive cognitive development, we believe that it 
has no place inside the classroom. When we integrate 
service-learning in our courses, we award academic 
credit for the learning associated with service and not 
for the service itself. If applied properly, service-learn-
ing pedagogy can be more rigorous than traditional 
teaching strategies. Students are not only required to 
master the standard text and lecture material (e.g., rhe-
torical canons of invention, arrangement, style, and de-
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livery), but they must also apply those concepts/theories 
in an appropriate context.  
When designing service-learning projects, a key 
question for basic course faculty is “how can I assess 
student performance in order to fairly evaluate the 
learning outcomes from the service experience?” What 
did each student learn? To what degree did students ful-
fill the course objectives? First and foremost, service-
learning (like any other assignment) should represent 
an authentic assessment opportunity. At the heart of 
the public speaking course is the intersection between 
speaker, audience, and speech. Assessment of service-
learning projects should include analyses of students’ 
abilities to analyze (and adapt to) community audiences, 
conduct and critique research, develop and organize ar-
guments using valid and reliable evidence and sound 
reasoning, and create identification with audiences.  
 
Hybrid Introduction to Communication Courses 
Hybrid introduction classes span the field of com-
munication by teaching aspects of interpersonal, group, 
organizational and/or public communication. Conse-
quently, the nature of the class offers several possibili-
ties to engage students in service-learning projects. 
When teaching group concepts and skills, student 
groups might identify a need of the community and then 
develop (i.e., coordinate, plan and enact) a program to 
address that particular need. For example, a group 
could identify a need for supporting the American Red 
Cross and coordinate a blood drive on campus or in the 
community. Here the students would be engaged in 
working as a collective group aimed at serving a com-
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mon goal as well as actively participating as community 
members. This would also serve to illustrate and use the 
skills of organizational communication, in that the stu-
dents would be working closely with an established or-
ganization in the community.  
Students can also be engaged at the interpersonal 
level. One possibility is to develop a community reading 
program at local schools or the public library. Students 
could serve as mentors for children in the community in 
their reading while at the same time practicing skills of 
interpersonal communication by interacting with young 
children. Similarly, classes could coordinate community 
activity fairs (for education and/or entertainment) for 
families to interact on a personal basis with college stu-
dents in their community. These fairs would provide 
students an opportunity to utilize group, interpersonal, 
and organizational skills attained in the class. From 
this project the students gain practical application of 
classroom learned skills and the community gains a 
positive relationship with the university and an oppor-
tunity for family activity.  
It is our responsibility as educators to create con-
crete reflection assignments to assess the connection of 
the service experience to course objectives (Gibson, 
Kostecki, & Lucas, 2001). Weintraub (1999) suggests, 
“for service-learning to be pedagogically sound, reflec-
tion must also be a key element in the service-learning 
process” (p. 123). One way to assess students’ under-
standing of course material and application to commu-
nity need is to require regular journal entries applying 
the communication concepts to their experiences outside 
of the classroom. Another option for assessment is final 
papers encapsulating the entire service-learning experi-
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ence through an illustration of communication theory 
and practice. These evaluation methods allow students 
to articulate what they have learned through the 
coursework and allow instructors to assess the merit of 
the service-learning assignment. For instance, basic 
course instructors can encourage students to reflect on 
connections between theories that have relational com-
ponents (e.g., attributional confidence, social exchange 
theory) and the service-learning experience. At the same 
time, students can write about issues of uncertainty re-
duction, information processing, identification, group 
roles, and managing conflict as they emerged through 
the service-learning project.  
It is important to note that given the nature of the 
basic course (lower level/younger classes), some stu-
dents may not possess the appropriate maturity level to 
appreciate and engage in the activity in a meaningful 
way. Therefore, it is necessary that the instructor is 
aware of this potential hindrance and actively takes into 
consideration methods to overcome it. Mandatory regu-
lar assessment and instructor observations of the serv-
ice-learning project can aid in the management of this 
potential problem. Students also could be required to 
keep committee logs documenting hours of participation 
and levels of participation over time. Overall, these ex-
amples serve as a starting point for basic course instruc-
tors — variations of these projects can be adapted to 
best serve the needs of the community as well as the 
classroom.  
As previously argued, by connecting self with sub-
ject, students become part of learning communities in 
which knowledge is co-constructed, and subsequently 
often emerge better able to articulate their knowledge, 
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skills, and abilities. These examples of academic service-
learning can aid students and instructors in the process 
of developing a sense of identity through active engage-
ment with course materials in personal experiences out-
side of the classroom. When they have opportunities to 
apply communication theory to relevant real world ex-
periences, students may more fully understand their 
position or identity within the subject matter at hand. 
Weintraub (1999) suggests, “service-learning works be-
cause it bridges theory and practice and allows students 
to meet the goals of any given course while accomplish-
ing something worthwhile” (p. 123). This connection be-
tween theory and practice should not be ignored in the 
basic course, but should instead be embraced.  
Further, these assignments (or ones like them) pro-
vide means for students to better understand their role 
in the community through civic participation in service-
learning programs. Many of the options we have out-
lined above provide students with exposure to various 
opportunities that promote long-term community in-
volvement. One of the outcomes of service-learning pro-
grams is that it benefits both the student and the com-
munity by creating lasting partnerships with the poten-
tial for future involvement. As we have argued, engag-
ing students from Generation X and their successors in 
community issues can be difficult. Service-learning pro-
vides meaningful opportunities that aid in the bridging 
of self and community. 
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A FEW CAUTIONS ON SERVICE-LEARNING  
Service-learning, like any pedagogical tool, presents 
risks and rewards. Instructors need to be aware of po-
tentials and pitfalls before committing themselves to a 
service-learning project. Throughout our reflections we 
have emphasized the importance of community. Yet we 
would be remiss to imply that all communities and the 
social capital that bind them are positive. Some forms of 
bonding social capital can encourage intolerance and 
prejudice toward other “different” communities. In fact, 
communities are often defined by exclusion as well as 
inclusion (Shepherd & Rothenbulher, 2001). In addition, 
scholars across disciplines have questioned whether 
community/social capital, liberty and tolerance are in-
herently in opposition. As Putnam (2000) reflects, there 
is a perception among many that “community” restricts 
freedom and encourages intolerance.  
Yet because service-learning is an academic en-
deavor, classroom reflection can center on these very 
questions. Trethewey (1999) challenges educators to 
adopt a critical standpoint when using service-learning 
by encouraging students to ask questions about social 
structures, ideology, and social justice as well as the 
ways that others’ lives are shaped by such forces. How 
can we create strong communities that are not disen-
franchising? Who should be planning social justice, 
through what processes, toward what ends, and for 
whose benefit? Through programmatic reflexivity, stu-
dents may come to understand the socially constructed 
nature of societal problems and solutions as well as how 
individuals they encounter in the service-learning expe-
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rience are positioned in certain ways by such social dis-
courses.  
One service project is not a panacea for deeply 
rooted social problems, and educators must reflect on 
concerns the long-term effects of one semester’s project 
on an agency (Crabtree, 1999). A semester (or quarter) 
system is often too short to allow for bona fide participa-
tion at the community-level. This long-term issue needs 
to be confronted by faculty and students if service-
learning is to be implemented ethically and responsibly. 
Additionally, the issue of potential exploitation must be 
addressed. Individuals and organizations within com-
munities should not be exploited for the learning oppor-
tunities of (sometimes) elite college students. “We must 
recognize that communities are not voids to be orga-
nized and filled by the more knowledgeable; they are 
well-developed, complex, and sophisticated organisms 
that demand to be understood on their own terms” 
(Gamson, 1997, p. 13). Artz (2001) describes a phe-
nomenon called “service-learning-as-charity” in which 
middle-class students become aware of particular injus-
tices, generally participate in community service inter-
vention, but stop short of serious consideration of the 
systemic practices and relations that give rise to the so-
cial conditions at hand. Problematizing the service-
learning experience itself may lead to critical awareness 
and perhaps lasting social change.  
Another immediate response to the call for educators 
to participate in service-learning is that there is not 
enough time for instructors or professors to do every-
thing they want to in a course, especially in light of pro-
fessional pressures on faculty which often place empha-
sis on refereed publications (Stacey & Foreman, 1999). 
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One author served as faculty director of a campus-wide 
center whose mission was to institutionalize service-
learning across campus. Time and again, she heard fac-
ulty suggest that service-learning takes too much time 
and too many resources. We recognize that many serv-
ice-learning projects take more time and energy than 
traditional classroom assignments and that reward 
structures tend to devalue teaching innovations and 
service. We also believe that if service-learning is to 
reach its true potential, tenure and promotion consid-
erations must favorably recognize the student learning 
and community outcomes associated with service-learn-
ing projects as well as the time commitment on the part 
of faculty. However, too often service-learning is per-
ceived as taking time away from the study of course 
content and requiring additional resources that could be 
used for other existing needs. Service-learning need not 
be an addition to current course requirements. Like-
wise, service-learning should not change or add to what 
we teach; rather, it changes how we teach. Some of the 
traditional classroom content accumulation activity is 
replaced with more dynamic information processing ac-
tivity.  
Service-learning pedagogy does require educators to 
reconsider the belief that time spent infusing students 
with knowledge is the sole or most important function of 
higher education. It is important that faculty reserve 
enough class time for meaningful reflection. Addition-
ally, educators will usually spend more time planning a 
course with a service-learning component —time spent 
cultivating relationships with community partners. In 
fact, an important principle in developing a service-
learning based course is “intention” which can occur 
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months before the actual class begins (Gibson, Kostecki, 
& Lucas, 2001). Authentic and meaningful service-
learning experiences require educators to clearly con-
nect learning objectives and desired outcomes with 
community needs before the experience begins. Campus-
wide centers for service-learning can play an important 
support role for faculty in the planning and 
implementation of service-learning. Such centralized 
centers can cultivate campus-community connections, 
match course content with service sites and their needs, 
help instructors design assessment procedures for the 
service-learning experience, and trouble-shoot problems 
that may occur throughout the learning experience. 
Ultimately, the question to resolve is this: Are resources 
(e.g., classtime, preptime, etc.) well spent, or could they 
be better spent in other ways? As proponents of service-
learning, we affirm its use because of personal ex-
perience and ample evidence that service-learning 
positively impacts students’ personal and social develop-
ment and enhances cognitive learning (e.g., Astin & 
Saks, 1998; Corbett & Kendall, 1999; Eyler & Giles, 
1999; Eyler, 2000).  
 
CONCLUSION 
Universities are often accused of being out of touch 
with the publics they serve. Generation X and their suc-
cessors are often accused of lacking civic-mindedness. 
Professors are often accused of being overly esoteric. 
Communication studies can and should measure its suc-
cess, in part, by how it comes to terms with the full ar-
ray of social issues that characterize our age (Cheney et 
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al., 2002). Service-learning pedagogy is a way to unite 
these various community stakeholders and engage in 
self-reflection and dialogue around values, skills, and 
interests. Service-learning requires a willingness to take 
risks and embrace uncertainty on the part of the 
teacher, especially the risk of inviting open dialogue and 
not knowing where it will lead. Yet, some of our most 
rewarding teaching and learning experiences occurred 
through the messiness of student-teacher-community 
dialogue.  
As an introduction to the 2001 special issue of 
Southern Journal of Communication on service-learning 
in communication studies, editor Richard Conville relies 
on Northrop Frye’s notion of the “educated imagination” 
to suggest that service-learning is a powerful pedagogi-
cal tool for educating the imaginations of our students. 
Students’ imaginations of how society can be, and their 
ability to help create it, can be cultivated through expe-
riences provided by service-learning. “Experience edu-
cates; thus service-learning educates the imagination: 
by joining community service with classroom theorizing, 
our students enlarge their vision of the society they 
want to live in” (p. 185). We would add to Conville’s 
analogy that because service-learning helps students’ 
connect both self with subject and self with community, 
as pedagogy it is a vehicle to engage basic course stu-
dents and ourselves as agents of social change rather 
than as mere spectators of public affairs.  
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Assessing Sensitivity: A Critical 
Analysis of Gender in Teaching Basic 
Communication Courses 
Laura C. Prividera 
 
 
 
Some learn and some do not, some progress and some 
do not, some earn the credentials of schooling and 
some do not. Some fit schools and some do not. Some 
few appear especially to prosper as students and as 
human beings, but many more do not. And many who 
do not are girls and women. (Stone, 1994, p. 3) 
Over the past three decades, scholars have become 
increasingly attuned to how gender influences individu-
als’ educational experiences. Sexism, oppression, and 
marginalization characterize the academic climates for 
many female students at American colleges and univer-
sities (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; 
Campbell, 1991; Carfagna, 1998; Hall & Sandler, 1982; 
Maher & Tetreault, 1996; Martin, 1994, 2000; Peterson, 
1991; Rakow, 1991; Rich, 1985; Sadker & Sadker, 1994; 
Sandler, Silverberg, & Hall, 1996; Smithson, 1990; 
Weiler, 1991; Wood & Lenze, 1991). The differential and 
unfair treatment women receive in the educational 
realm stems from a gender bias expressed through in-
structors, textbooks, and other students. This discrimi-
natory treatment in the academy is the result of tradi-
tional patriarchal valuing of teacher-centered and 
authoritative classrooms, hierarchical relationships, 
competition among students, and individualistic and ra-
tional thinking.  
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According to feminist and critical pedagogues, our 
current educational systems are in need of examination, 
critique, and change if they are to serve female and 
male students equally and equitably (Belenky et al., 
1986; Freire, 1993; hooks, 1994; Maher & Tetreault, 
1996; McLaren, 1998; Rakow, 1991; Rich, 1985; Sadker 
& Sadker, 1994; Weiler, 1991). Institutions of higher 
learning were originally designed by and for men (Mar-
tin, 2000); most educational systems continue to pre-
serve patriarchal interests through course content that 
excludes women’s experiences and teaching practices 
that exclude women’s voices (Belenky, et al., 1986; 
Campbell, 1991; Carfagna, 1998; Hall & Sandler, 1982; 
Hanson, 1999; Maher & Tetreault, 1996; Martin, 1994, 
2000; Peterson, 1991; Rakow, 1991; Rich, 1985; Sadker 
& Sadker, 1994; Sandler & Hall, 1986; Sandler, et al., 
1996; Weiler, 1991; Wood & Lenze, 1991). As noted by 
Maher and Tetreault (1996), “many women students 
(and some men) have educational values and ap-
proaches that are at odds with the assertive, competi-
tive, and hierarchical ideology of the academy” (p. 3). 
This “chilly” academic environment silences female stu-
dents thereby having a significant effect on the direction 
their future careers and lives take (Hall & Sandler, 
1982). Gender bias in the academy is particularly prob-
lematic as women represent a significant and burgeon-
ing number of students entering undergraduate institu-
tions (Maher & Tetreault, 1996; U.S. Department of 
Education, 2001). One way to address these issues is to 
incorporate “gender sensitivity” into instructors’ course 
content and pedagogical practices. 
Gender sensitivity “requires careful monitoring of 
our gender interactions and urges direct intervention 
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when necessary to equalize opportunities” (Houston, 
1994, p. 131). Wood and Lenze (1991) describe gender 
sensitivity as valuing both men’s and women’s experi-
ences in education through textbook choices, course con-
tent, and pedagogical practices. The term gender sensi-
tivity as it is used in this study is not only defined as 
including gender fairness in the presentation and con-
tent of course material but also to include the recogni-
tion and criticism of past systems of knowledge that 
have marginalized women.  
Women’s studies scholars have found that women 
experience a number of benefits in gender sensitive edu-
cational environments, including higher levels of self-
esteem, confidence, internal locus of control, and aca-
demic achievement (Belenky et al., 1986; Carfagna, 
1998; Harris, Melaas, & Rodacker, 1999; Sadker & Sad-
ker, 1994). When courses and pedagogical practices are 
sensitive to the diverse ways in which students know 
and learn, women and men both benefit. For example, 
Sadker and Sadker (1994) argue that in gender sensi-
tive classrooms, men may become more adept at ex-
pressing emotion and showing care to others. According 
to Sandler et al. (1996), the content of courses should be 
gender sensitive across disciplines. Unfortunately, the 
gender sensitivity displayed in women’s studies pro-
grams has not necessarily been seen in other disciplines. 
Scholars in the communication discipline have also 
begun to examine course content and pedagogical prac-
tices in terms of gender sensitivity (Peterson, 1991; 
Wood & Lenze, 1991). Wood and Lenze (1991) argue 
that “instructors are the most important source of 
change in institutional policies, attitudes, and behaviors 
regarding gender sensitivity” (p. 18). Yet, Sprague 
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(1993) argues that conversations on teaching in the field 
of communication have become marginalized. In Peter-
son’s (1991) case study at the University of Maine, he 
found that the marginalization of gender issues was 
most evident in basic communication courses. Other 
communication scholars have also exposed the gender 
bias that imbues communication textbooks (Campbell, 
1991; Hanson, 1999) and theories of communication 
(Bowen & Wyatt, 1993; Spitzack & Carter, 1989). By ex-
cluding issues of gender in course content, teachers not 
only fail to prepare students to contribute to a diverse 
world but also continue to marginalize many students in 
their academic pursuits (Elenes, 1995). 
Additional research needs to be performed on how 
gender sensitivity is incorporated into communication 
educators’ course content and pedagogical practices 
(Bowan & Wyatt, 1993; Hegde, 2000). The communica-
tion discipline needs to be sensitive in its representa-
tions of gender and scholars must continue learning 
about how gender issues are perceived, constructed, and 
enacted in the communication classroom. Therefore, in 
this essay I explore the following questions: 
RQ1: How do communication teachers concep-
tualize and incorporate gender issues into 
their course content for basic communica-
tion courses?  
RQ2: Do communication teachers who instruct 
basic courses employ pedagogical strate-
gies that are sensitive to issues of gender? 
If so, how?  
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METHOD 
The goal of this project was to provide a descriptive 
analysis of how communication teachers who instructed 
basic courses conceptualized gender sensitivity in their 
course content and pedagogical practices. In addition, I 
was interested in critiquing their perspectives in light of 
liberal feminist theory so I could advance claims about 
communication teachers’ gendered ideologies. In order 
to achieve these goals, I drew on interpretive and criti-
cal paradigms of research. 
 
Study Participants 
The participants for this study were recruited from 
institutions located in midwestern communities. I re-
cruited 15 participants from seven educational institu-
tions (five private and two public) offering communica-
tion majors. All 15 of the study participants identified 
themselves as white. Four on my participants were 
women and 11 were men. I recruited teachers at the 
rank of assistant professor or higher who instructed ba-
sic communication courses such as interpersonal com-
munication, public speaking, and/or the hybrid course. 
Most of these basic courses were designed to fulfill gen-
eral education requirements at my participants’ respec-
tive institutions. 
The five private institutions ranged in size from 
1,000 students to 4,000 students. Three out of the five 
private institutions had a Christian affiliation. The 
demographic composition of these institutions was fairly 
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homogenous with a predominantly white, middle class, 
traditional college-aged student body.  
The two public institutions each had approximately 
20,000 students. These institutions were more hetero-
geneous than the private institutions; their students 
were more diverse in age, ethnicity, and class. However, 
over 74% of the students at both were white.  
 
Data Collection 
In order to study gender sensitivity in basic commu-
nication courses, I employed in-depth interviews and 
participant observation. These methods were selected 
for their effectiveness in gathering descriptive data on 
how teachers process, view, and incorporate gender 
topics and sensitivity in their course content and peda-
gogical practices. 
The interviews that I conducted were audio-taped 
and transcribed for analysis and interpretation. The in-
depth interviews followed an interview schedule with 
approximately 20 questions most of which were open-
ended. The ordering of questions varied from interview 
to interview to preserve the naturalness of the conversa-
tional process. Each interview lasted from one to two 
hours. The interviews yielded 251 pages of transcripts. 
I also observed instructors in their classrooms as a 
complement to the interview data. Participant observa-
tion allowed me to experience the classroom as well as 
my researching role from multiple vantage points. I ob-
served at least three hours of classroom time for each of 
the participants. To preserve the naturalness of each 
classroom, I did not audio or videotape the sessions. 
Rather, I took fieldnotes during and immediately after 
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each class session generating 70 pages of observational 
fieldnotes. The extent of my involvement in each class 
session was limited as I was situated in all classes as a 
passive observer. 
 
Data Analysis 
My data collection and analysis procedures were in-
fluenced by the “constant comparative method” (Lindlof, 
1995). Through this method of coding data, I was able to 
gain a strong sense about how communication teachers 
conceptualized gender issues in their basic courses.  
After my first few interviews took place, I began 
documenting similar themes that emerged among my 
study participants. This gave me the opportunity to 
probe future participants. Once my data collection 
phase was complete, I reviewed interview transcripts, 
classroom fieldnotes, and supplemental documents sev-
eral times. I specifically focused on material that related 
to communication education, gender, and feminism. In 
addition, I focused on language that dealt with the fol-
lowing areas: course content, identity, feminism, gender 
equity, gender discrimination, pedagogical practices, 
teaching philosophies, stereotyping, time constraints, 
epistemology, communication climates, language 
choices, and overall experiences in American class-
rooms. I identified these areas as central to examine be-
cause I see each as relating to how teachers respond to 
gender sensitivity.  
To emerge as a theme in my analysis it had to arise 
in at least five interviews and/or observations. As noted 
by Fetterman (1989), studying patterns of talk or be-
218
Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 16 [2004], Art. 18
http://ecommons.udayton.edu/bcca/vol16/iss1/18
202 Assessing Sensitivity 
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL 
havior represents a form of reliability and “looking for 
patterns is a form of analysis” (p. 92).  
 
THEMATIC DESCRIPTIONS 
Six themes characterized the way many communica-
tion educators treated gender issues and sensitivity in 
their basic courses. I discuss the themes as follows: (a) 
historical traditions, (b) course standardization, (c) pa-
triarchal language, (d) neutral positioning, (e) authority, 
and (f) technological prowess. My liberal feminist theo-
retical framework influenced the identification and 
presentation of these themes and the stories they tell. I 
hope that these themes are read as subjective, fluid, in-
terconnected, and at times overlapping as they are not 
meant to be exclusive categories.  
 
Historical Traditions 
The history of communication sets the stage for how 
knowledge claims are made in our field. Many of my 
study participants viewed the historical roots of com-
munication as integral to their course content and 
pedagogical choices.  
Will stated, “I frequently joke with the faculty that if 
I had my way we’d still be using Aristotle’s The Rhetoric 
. . . I’m not sure that we’ve learned all that much since 
Aristotle and the five canons of rhetoric.” Larry too ar-
gued that Aristotle’s principles were central to how he 
framed his public speaking course. He argued that the 
only new invention since Aristotle’s profound work was 
the Internet. The passion of Don’s perspective on the 
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historical tradition explained what the classics meant to 
him. He stated, “I rely a lot more on some classical rhe-
torical canons as far as things that the classical rhetori-
cians taught and spoke about like Aristotle’s canons, 
Cicero, Socrates . . . There are certain enduring values . 
. . of humanity that are no different today than they 
were three, four, or 5000 years ago.” 
Tom echoed some of the previous research partici-
pants’ sentiments when he described the importance of 
the classics in choosing his interpersonal communica-
tion textbook as compared to textbooks designed by 
feminist and critical communication scholars. Tom be-
lieved that contemporary textbooks neglected the rich 
historical tradition of communication. He like the other 
participants preserved the centrality of the classics. 
Tom stated:  
. . . I will never be a teacher that will go to a feminist 
interpersonal textbook because to me that neglects . . . 
all those great things from Aristotle, Quintilian, and 
Cicero and all the great people that have studied in 
communication up until the 80s when this really be-
came popular.  
Tom wanted to preserve the validity of traditional com-
munication frameworks in his basic courses. 
Men have long been depicted as representative fig-
ures of history as well as the public domain (Campbell, 
1991; Hanson, 1999). This tradition was reflected in the 
talk of many of my research participants and it was evi-
dent in the choices teachers made with respect to the 
examples they provided students for public presenta-
tions. For example, Martin Luther King (MLK) was 
identified by almost all participants as the prime exam-
ple of a persuasive and/or ceremonial speaker. Kather-
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ine described important speaker models as, “. . . MLK, 
John F. Kennedy . . . or Ronald Reagan.” Will identified 
representative public orators for his courses as Martin 
Luther King, Winston Churchill, and Abraham Lincoln. 
As Will spoke about these historic figures he noted that 
he “used a wide range of video.” Will’s perception that 
he makes extended use of “a wide range of videos” ob-
scures the fact that his examples were all male. Will, 
like my other participants, represented patriarchal fig-
ures as standard in the basic courses I examined.  
 
Course Standardization 
The theme course standardization describes the 
similarity in how basic course instructors conceptual-
ized their courses. Ben did a nice job summarizing this 
theme with a response about the extent to which he in-
corporates gender issues into his basic communication 
course. Although Ben argued that gender issues were 
important, he also stated that he frequently does what 
is easy. “To do what is easy is to present standard 
courses, in standard ways, covering standard topics, 
using standard approaches. And I do that a lot of the 
time and I do it out of an economy of energy.”  
The meaning of standard for public speaking classes 
was simple. Teachers were concerned with student apti-
tude in composing and delivering informative and per-
suasive speeches. In the interpersonal communication 
course, most study participants identified standard top-
ics as the self, perception, nonverbal and verbal com-
munication, language, emotions, and relational commu-
nication. The hybrid course represented a combination 
of these topics with an emphasis on public speaking.  
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Gender issues were not central topic areas in basic 
communication courses. Common responses for why 
were that (a) gender issues were dealt with elsewhere 
(b) teachers did not reflect on the importance of gender 
in basic courses and (c) instructors did not have enough 
time in basic courses to examine these issues.  
Almost all of my research participants pointed out 
that their department offered a specialized upper divi-
sion course in gender and communication. Many in-
structors saw this course as an appropriate outlet for 
conversations on gender. When I asked about the cen-
trality of gender to basic communication courses, Sue 
stated, “I don’t know that gender should be central. I 
think it’s an important area. Certainly in upper level 
courses, certainly in graduate school . . I’ve got many 
majors — I wouldn’t make in central. I’m trying to do 
something a bit more generalist.” Like Sue, Larry 
stated, “Since we have a course in it . . . I don’t bring it 
up.” Mary noted that one of her colleagues focuses on 
courses related to gender therefore it is not something 
that she spends time with in public speaking. David 
stated, “there are a number of places where it’s already 
being addressed and I don’t think I’d feel comfortable 
making a special point of it in interpersonal.”  
David acknowledged that he did not really think 
about incorporating gender issues into his course. He 
stated, “I just don’t think a lot about it. Yeah – I’m not 
very self-reflective on that point.” Katherine expressed 
similar views to David when she responded to my ques-
tion about the extent to which gender issues are in-
cluded in her course content. She stated, “oh my, I may 
have a big gap there.” Will’s comments were similar to 
David’s and Katherine’s sentiments. Will noted that 
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gender issues were “not really relevant to my public 
speaking course.” Al stated that gender was not some-
thing he thought deeply about. “I don’t know. No I ha-
ven’t thought of it and no I don’t think of it as much. I 
don’t think about the different ways that men and 
women make sense of the world.”  
Time was also a common explanation for why gender 
issues did not surface in basic courses. Katherine stated, 
“Perhaps I could address it more. I don’t. I don’t do it 
that much because it seems like there are so many other 
things that are covered . . . the basics of what a sup-
porting material is — how do you organize this speech, 
how do you organize the main points.” Will did not see 
the relevancy of gender issues to basic public speaking 
and noted that these issues were only addressed “indi-
rectly” in his course. He stated,” but I think that’s the 
extent to which they should be addressed in the basic 
public speaking course. Once again you can’t put every-
thing into every course.” With reference to exploring 
gender in Bill’s basic course he stated, “I don’t know 
that I necessarily do that . . . there’s really not an oppor-
tunity for me to steer them into a proactive . . . gender 
activity.” Larry asserted that simplicity was most im-
portant for his basic courses and he viewed gender is-
sues as obscuring more standard topic areas. Larry 
stated, “I mean we look at it with regard to audience 
analysis . . . but we don’t – I don’t say that we belabor it. 
You have to move the class along as quickly as possible 
and if we’re going to do this then what we better do is 
make it as clear as possible.” Time was frequently 
framed as a way to exclude the discussion of gender is-
sues in basic courses and my participants’ responses il-
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lustrated how gender topics were at the margins of their 
basic course content.  
 
Patriarchal Language 
Many of the stories of my participants were consis-
tent with the viewpoints of Spitzack and Carter who 
wrote that, “to examine the language of scholars in the 
communication discipline is to come face to face with 
masculine socialization” (1989, p. 21). The theme patri-
archal language illustrates how the patriarchal linguis-
tic system was preserved in many basic communication 
courses. My participants’ responses to gender bias lang-
uage illustrate this point. For example, Bill stated in 
reference to challenging the generic use of “he:” 
I think that is oversensitivity and I’m not trying to be 
unkind to females but I’ve never once read the word 
“he” in a generic sense and thought it excluded women 
. . . now I try to do it when I lecture. I do try to say 
“he” or “she” or if I say something where it’s “he” I 
might say well you know that women too but I think if 
we try to do that in everything we do everybody’s go-
ing to get paralyzed and we’re going to have presenta-
tions that are twice as long.  
As with many of my study participants, Bill used the 
conventional system of patriarchal language.  
Many teachers noted that it did not bother them if 
students used language that had a distinct masculine 
root or bias. Gina stated, “It doesn’t bug me if they do it, 
because I was brought up in that time when it didn’t 
make any difference.” Will did not require gender-neu-
tral language in his classes and like Bill, Will provided a 
justification for why challenging masculine roots were 
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simply not necessary. When asked how he would advise 
a colleague who was bothered by gender biased lan-
guage Will stated:  
I guess the first thing I’d ask is whether it’s disturb-
ing the class or lessening the students’ effectiveness. 
If not, then maybe we don’t have a problem. If you try 
to force someone – this sentence you use “he” and the 
next sentence you use “she” and then you’re back to 
“he” and then to “she” you can get very artificial and 
very weird sounding.  
The traditional patriarchal linguistic system was repre-
sented as normative by many of my participants. 
Some teachers such as Larry, Gina, and Mary re-
ported that they tend to overlook gender biased lan-
guage. In fact, when I asked about students using mas-
culine roots in language or the generic “he” during their 
presentations, they said they probably would not notice 
these behaviors. These teachers also noted that this 
subject did not emerge in their course content or in their 
teaching style. For example, Larry noted that he may 
not catch masculine specific language because the sub-
ject is not particularly salient to him. When I asked 
Gina if this subject emerged in her basic course she 
stated, “no I can’t say that it has.” Finally, Mary noted 
that even though she hoped to promote gender-neutral 
language, she said she frequently misses sexist lan-
guage practices when they are exhibited. 
Most of my research participants were comfortable 
with patriarchal language practices as they knew them. 
In fact, a statement requiring gender inclusive language 
did not appear in most of the syllabi or presentation 
evaluation forms I examined. Many of my study partici-
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pants did not challenge status quo language conventions 
in American culture. 
 
Neutral Positioning 
Many research participants perceived the study of 
gender as taking a position on social relations between 
men and women. Therefore, teachers tried to frame so-
cial interactions as genderless. Instructors felt that by 
excluding gender issues from their course content they 
maintained neutrality and hence they were gender sen-
sitive. The theme neutral positioning illustrates the 
subjectivity and partiality of teachers’ knowledge and 
experiences with gender issues. “No knowledge or 
teaching can be neutral because all emerge from some 
ideological position in society and all influence the de-
velopment of students in one direction or another” 
(Shor, 1996, p. 56).  
My study participants tended to view questions on 
gender as exclusionary to men so they felt more com-
fortable stressing perceived neutral terms such as “hu-
man,” “individual,” or “person.” Don displayed neutral 
positioning when asked about the importance of making 
concepts from women’s studies a more natural area of 
inquiry within communication. He stated: 
Initially I would say no . . . if we are going to have a 
women’s area then we need to have a whole section 
dealing with the man’s area . . . although I can under-
stand if there has been sort of this built in assumption 
and bias that all previous communication has been 
from a male point of view. But I don’t buy that argu-
ment. I still think we are in the business of human 
communication. 
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Will also commented on the importance of responding to 
others in a “human” or “person oriented” way. For ex-
ample, when I asked him whether he thought he was a 
gender sensitive instructor, Will stated, “I think that’s 
unfair because I’m person oriented. You respond to the 
individual. You don’t respond to that’s a male or that’s a 
female.” Like Don and Will, Larry stated, “Hey listen I 
think everything is women’s studies and men’s studies . 
. . Why can’t it just be that we study humanity?” 
Even though my participants felt they were neutral 
and gender sensitive, several pointed out that their at-
tention was drawn to male students. For example, Tom 
and Sal worried that they overlooked male students be-
cause they felt that female students were more partici-
patory. Tom stated, “What I’ve noticed here is when I 
ask a question a lot of times it’s the female hands that 
go up and not as many males . . . it just seems like the 
women feel more comfortable participating in class . . . 
It’s to the point . . . where I’m really worried that some 
of the guy’s education is suffering.” Sal noted that many 
of the males in his class perceived communication as 
“very sensitive, something very touchy feeley.” He fur-
ther noted that he has tried to “shift the focus” of his 
course from the “sensitive improvement of relation-
ships” to being a more “effective communicator.” Sal 
hoped this language would be more inclusive to his male 
students. 
A number of my participants commented on how 
they engaged in bantering and playful conversations 
with male students. For example, Will stated, “I guess I 
would tease a male student more — be a little rougher. I 
frequently would take a teasing approach to get at some 
habits that they have to change.” Vincent like Will 
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noted that his interactions with male students were 
more likely to take on relational dimensions whereas his 
interactions with female students tended to be more 
task driven. Katherine discussed the frequency with 
which she engaged in bantering with groups of male 
students. Sometimes Katherine noted that she had to 
work to calm these students down so they could settle in 
to her class. Ben shared responses similar to Katherine 
as he noted that he was drawn to groups of male stu-
dents by their “rowdy disruptive male gregarious be-
haviors.” It was clear from my observations and discus-
sions with communication teachers that they were fre-
quently drawn to male students for a variety of reasons. 
Yet, almost all of my research participants believed they 
maintained a neutral identity both with how they 
viewed gender and how they related to students. 
 
Authority 
Authority describes how my research participants 
created classroom environments and enacted pedagogi-
cal practices that were teacher-centered and traditional. 
Authority was established through forms of address and 
pedagogical practices, such as orderly communication 
climates, structured lesson plans, traditional classroom 
layouts, student passivity, and lecturing. Even though 
many teachers acknowledged tensions in positioning 
themselves as authority figures or using pedagogical 
techniques that were teacher-centered, many instruc-
tors reverted to these practices.  
One of the first ways that teachers situated them-
selves in the classroom was through their own naming 
process. Most of the teachers in this project used sur-
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names and titles for themselves and first names for stu-
dents. This tended to put distance between teachers and 
students placing the teacher as an authority figure and 
knower in contrast to the student who is placed in a 
submissive and passive position as the receiver of 
knowledge (Shor, 1996).  
Other enactments of the theme authority related to 
teachers’ implementation of traditional pedagogical 
practices in the context of their classroom climates and 
their structuring of lessons plans. For example, Ben 
noted, “I like an ordered climate. I like a kind of semi-
orderly thing and I tend to run things where I’m often 
the center of attention. . . I can tolerate a little bit of 
calling out . . .”. Ben went on to say that his daily lesson 
plans reflected his interests rather than the interests of 
his students. He stated, “I like to talk about stuff that I 
find interesting that I feel very comfortable talking 
about and that I think is useful to them. The old maxim 
is that people teach what they know and so I’m at-
tracted to teaching things that I know.”  
Bill also discussed how his views of course material 
affected what and how he taught. “Now I’m not a be-
liever in this trendy idea that students should do all the 
learning themselves and lecture and the teacher leading 
the class is passive . . . a lot of my students . . . I don’t 
think they have the training to be self-directed learn-
ers.” Katherine shared a perspective similar to Bill in 
regards to students’ capabilities as self-directed learn-
ers. Her views were best illustrated by how she assigned 
speech topics for her public speaking course. Katherine 
explained, “We don’t let students choose topics for the 
informative speech. This prevents about two weeks of 
wasted time.” Bill and Katherine demonstrated their 
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resistance to relinquishing authority because they be-
lieved that students could not be self-directed learners.  
Gina explained how she viewed students’ learning 
and the role that she as the instructor played in that 
learning process. She stated, “I used to think I could 
have this funnel and drill this little hole and just pour it 
in but it doesn’t work.” When I asked Gina what does 
work she indicated “repetition” frequently helped her 
students remember course content that she deemed im-
portant. Gina, also described her preferred classroom 
climate, “I have the right to require them to do the work 
I want them to do. I teach to the highest in the class and 
keep them moving forward and then try to pull the rest 
up.” Will shared some of Gina’s sentiments with respect 
to how he viewed students in his class. He noted, “It’s 
students’ obligation to learn. It’s my obligation to head 
them in the right direction as to what he or she needs.”  
Class after class I watched teachers who clearly oc-
cupied their space. Teachers controlled many of the 
classroom interactions and many students remained 
passive as they sat in the standard row formation. 
Teachers were almost always positioned standing in 
front of the classroom. Some communication teachers 
positioned themselves behind a podium using the floor 
space in that region but once again not stepping into the 
space occupied by students.  
Lecture dominated as the primary teaching method 
in the classes that I observed. Sue stated, “lecture is the 
basic. What I try to do is have what I refer to as an in-
teractive lecture.” Similarly, Ben stated, “sometimes I 
just feed them information kind of through lecture and 
sort of explication and then I try to get them to discuss 
or comment.”  
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Even though Ben relied on lecture he also viewed 
this teaching method as problematic and flawed. He ex-
plained, “It puts limits on the kinds of activities they 
can have.” David experienced tensions similar to Ben 
when using lectures in his interpersonal class. He 
stated, “well I do depend on some element of lecture. I 
haven’t figured out a way to get around that.” He elabo-
rated, “I don’t mind lecturing and in some ways I prefer 
it because at least I can get straight what I want to say.” 
As with David and Ben, Tom experienced tensions with 
lecture and he went to great lengths to try to articulate 
how lecture was a part of his teacher identity both in 
terms of how students viewed him and how he views 
himself. Tom stated, “I’ve found I guess through my 
years of experience that you have to do a certain amount 
of lecturing or else a certain amount of knowledge is not 
going to be gotten across.” Tom also felt that lecturing 
was a pedagogical technique that students expected. 
“They look at you like you are not doing your job if you 
don’t lecture. I mean I feel guilty when I show a good 
video sometimes because it’s like oh . . . He should be 
teaching.” Tom located himself as a provider of knowl-
edge and viewed his students as the receivers of knowl-
edge.  
The maintenance of authority was accomplished 
through how teachers’ enacted their pedagogical tech-
niques to convey important communication concepts. 
Many of the teachers I spoke with were comfortable 
with authority. I am reminded of Shor’s (1996) self-re-
flexive perspective on teaching. “Being in control may 
help my self-image and my professional image, but the 
truth is that it guarantees nothing about student 
learning” (p. 106). For those who felt tensions with 
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authority, they still fell back on traditional teaching 
methods such as lecture as a way to convey important 
communication concepts.  
 
Technological Prowess 
Through the interview process, I asked teachers how 
they would like to improve their pedagogical talents or 
knowledge of communication. The most common re-
sponses from teachers centered on their ability to incor-
porate technology into their classrooms. My reasoning 
for including technological prowess as a theme that re-
lates to gender issues is twofold. First, mastering tech-
nology was perceived as a more worthy area to devote 
time to than gaining a deeper understanding of how 
gender influenced students’ communication experiences. 
Second, the perpetuation of technological advancements 
was indicative of the privileging of individualism and 
logic – technology has implications for gendered mean-
ings. 
In discussing technology, teachers were comfortable 
addressing their perceived deficiencies or lack of knowl-
edge on this subject matter. For example, Don stated, “I 
would have to admit that I am somewhat behind the 
eight ball when it comes to current technology. And I 
wish I could find someplace where I could go and kind of 
get a crash course in classroom technology for dum-
mies.” Larry noted, “You have to teach yourself technol-
ogy. One thing I’d like to do would be to incorporate bet-
ter the segment dealing with Powerpoint in the class.” 
Mary talked about wanting to spend a significant 
amount of time learning new technologies. She stated, “I 
would like to totally immerse myself in the technology 
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end of teaching. I would like to spend more time with 
web assignments . . . I would like to work more on 
Powerpoint if I ever have an opportunity.” Sal spoke 
about technology being one of his interests. He noted, 
“I’m interested in technology and how it incorporates 
into the learning process. I would want to learn more 
software that I think would benefit students.” David 
also noted that he would like to become better ac-
quainted with technology with specific reference to the 
incorporation of web page usage and design for his 
classes. Ben too talked about the importance of technol-
ogy and the implementation of communication courses 
on line. Technology was revered as one of the most no-
table ways that my research participants could improve 
their pedagogical practices. 
 
THE PROBLEM OF PATRIARCHY 
IN BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSES 
I used liberal feminism as a way to learn about 
whether and how communication teachers incorporated 
issues of gender into their basic courses. My most sig-
nificant finding was the pervasiveness of patriarchy and 
tradition in the talk and teaching practices of many 
communication educators who instruct basic courses. 
Even though patriarchy is fraught with bias it functions 
invisibly under the pretense that its system of organiz-
ing is normal. Berger and Luckmann (1967) write that 
people build societies through patterned interactions 
and behaviors. These patterned behaviors or habits be-
come “taken for granted routines” and they are often left 
unchallenged (p. 57). Thus in this study I mark, chal-
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lenge, and critique the patterned and habitual use of 
patriarchal thinking in basic communication courses.  
I am troubled when I reflect on the words of Spitzack 
and Carter (1989) that, “the ideology masked in con-
temporary communication research reflects the history 
of patriarchy in American culture” (p. 27). Yet, the 
theme of historical traditions illustrated that many 
communication teachers valued the public oratory skills 
and theorizing of male scholars. Although presenting 
our communication history is significant, it is also im-
portant to be critical about the history we teach. Most of 
my participants did not challenge what the classic ma-
terial signified (i.e. truth, objectivity, dualistic thinking, 
hierarchy, and patriarchy) or the impact that it has on 
teachers’ pedagogical choices. Men represented the 
norm for public presentations as did characteristics of 
men’s speech that convey assertiveness, power, inde-
pendence, strength, and certainty. By uncritically 
privileging patriarchal values, teachers may perpetuate 
the mind over the body, objectivity over subjectivity, and 
rationality over emotions. Positioning knowledge from a 
perspective of patriarchal privilege may have an ad-
verse impact on women’s learning. Gender sensitivity 
could be facilitated by problematizing the patriarchal 
nature of our historical roots. 
Women may remain invisible in our field through 
course standardization that excludes gender issues from 
the content of our basic courses. Institutions, depart-
ments, and students frequently support course stan-
dardization as we are socialized for practices that do not 
disrupt the status quo or the nature of knowledge con-
struction both of which exemplify and preserve patriar-
chy. However, gender is central to our understandings 
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and identities – it forms a solid base for all communica-
tive interpretations and meanings. Yet gender issues 
were perceived to be beyond the scope of basic courses. 
Course textbooks structured the content and syllabi 
of many basic courses. Many of my research partici-
pants did not perceive gender issues to be central topics 
in their textbooks and teachers did not see the inclusion 
of gender issues to be a significant criterion in their 
textbook selection. The findings from a number of stud-
ies were consistent with my study participants’ percep-
tions (Bowen & Wyatt, 1993; Campbell, 1991; Hanson, 
1999).  
Enactments of gender sensitivity may be more likely 
if we disrupt the imposed boundaries that course stan-
dardization perpetuates. Classroom spaces need to be-
come more active arenas for challenging patriarchal 
normativity. Critical and feminist scholars frequently 
use classroom spaces as ways of evaluating and re-
evaluating belief systems that create knowledge and so-
cial structures (Overall, 1997; Shor, 1996). From my 
discussions with communication teachers, their course 
materials were chosen based on the perceived norma-
tivity of required course elements so it is these required 
elements that we must hope to change if we are to cre-
ate more gender sensitive environments. In order to dis-
rupt course standardization, we also must disrupt dis-
course practices that reinforce dominant ideologies. 
Patriarchal language patterns were preserved in 
many of the basic courses I studied. Many of my partici-
pants did not reflect on the implications of patriarchal 
language on students’ learning. Students were not en-
couraged to critique language practices that maintained 
the universality of men as the standard by which others 
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are evaluated. In fact, many teachers seemed to find 
conversations on the male bias in language patterns as 
being petty or unimportant as these conversations took 
time away from more “substantive” course material. 
Yet, language functions as a way to maintain male 
dominance in our society as the experiences of women 
are muted by a language not of their creation (Ardener, 
1978; Kramarae, 1981; Spender, 1990). Embedded in 
our language are the cultural values and symbols 
deemed most appropriate in society. Our language prac-
tices do not function equally in men’s and women’s lives 
as women are marginalized through a language that 
represents their experiences in inaccurate and biased 
ways (Kramarae, 1981; Spender, 1990). Students and 
teachers may continue to preserve patriarchal language 
practices until we interrogate the routine ways in which 
language is used.  
Many of my research participants did not critique 
the use of the generic “he” as well as other terms that 
contained male roots. Yet, when individuals read “he” as 
well as male specific language, they think and visualize 
men (Gastil, 1990; Todd-Mancillas, 1981). Although this 
is not a new finding, I found it is one many teachers in 
basic courses may perpetuate. 
Feminist communication scholars have worked to 
create new words and meanings that include the multi-
ple ways women learn and construct knowledge 
(Kramarae & Treichler, 1992). However, few of these 
studies made it into the content of my research partici-
pants’ basic courses. For example, gender inclusive lan-
guage was not listed on any of the public speaking 
evaluation forms I reviewed nor did most teachers make 
this a central area of discussion. Many teachers who 
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preserved patriarchal principles did so believing that 
these patterns of interacting were neutral.  
My participants spoke from a position where gender 
was not marked; hence they denied the importance of an 
analysis of gender and preferred to use phrases such as 
human and person. However, we live in a gendered soci-
ety and students are gendered beings (Pagano, 1994). 
Freire (1993) describes we can never be neutral. Our ac-
tions and inaction all convey meaning. The perceived 
high status of the neutral teacher supports principles 
such as objectivity, rationality, truth, logical thought, 
and the mind/body split to the exclusion of subjectivity, 
multiple truths, emotions, care, feelings, imagination, 
and the body. These patriarchal principles suit the 
learning styles of men often to the exclusion of women 
(Belenky et al., Carfagna, 1998; Crawford & MacLeod, 
1990; Philbin, Meier, Huffman, & Boverie, 1995). “The 
cultural devaluing of women further complicate the in-
clusion of feminist and gender studies within the com-
munication discipline because, by having the right to 
claim impartiality, patriarchal culture hides behind the 
guise of gender neutrality” (Spitzach & Carter, 1987, p. 
28).  
In order to promote more gender sensitive environ-
ments, it is important to dispel the myth of the neutral 
teacher. Smith (1994) argues that we are all embedded 
knowers. By using an outsider perspective, individuals 
can gain a better sense of their embeddedness or the 
subjective ways in which they construct knowledge and 
make claims about our worlds.  
Authority illustrated the pervasiveness and domi-
nance of tradition and patriarchy in the creation of the 
basic course classroom climate. All too often students 
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remained passive recipients of knowledge, as forums 
were not created for them to interrogate the structures 
that keep them voiceless (Freire, 1993; hooks, 1994; 
Shor, 1996). Course content and pedagogical practices 
were driven by the teacher, as many students were not 
empowered to participate in the material they studied. 
In fact, teacher-centered environments may foster com-
placency in students where submission to authority is 
normalized (Freire, 1993; hooks, 1994; Maher & 
Tetreault, 1996; Shor, 1996). Submitting to authority 
often translates to submitting to patriarchy. Classroom 
environments that foster relationships in which stu-
dents feel dominated normalize unequal power relation-
ships that women are exposed to on a daily basis. It is 
the authoritative habits of teachers in classrooms that 
need to be challenged (Shor, 1996). Habits such as tradi-
tional spatial arrangements, unilateral decision-mak-
ing, and formalized lectures may foster dominance, con-
trol, and inequality.  
When instructors work to make classroom spaces 
more democratic, new possibilities can be opened for 
teachers and students. Sharing authority through nego-
tiating syllabi and making students’ experiences more 
central to course content can function to produce more 
gender sensitive environments (Bogden, 1994; Overall, 
1997; Shor, 1996). Democratic environments empower 
students. Through empowerment, students have the op-
portunity to develop their voices and perspectives on so-
cial relationships and sense making in our world. When 
individuals are empowered, they can transform them-
selves and the organizing principles that govern our so-
ciety (Brunson & Vogt, 1996). Many of my research par-
ticipants felt that they had to authorize knowledge for 
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students to learn effectively. Yet this educational format 
often has the effect of preventing students from devel-
oping the critical skills they need to evaluate practices 
in the social world. Perhaps one of the most recent ways 
that educational environments may deny women and 
men equal and equitable educational experiences is 
through technology. 
The benefits of technology that teachers described 
lacked a critical or feminist critique of the values that 
technological environments support. At a surface level, 
technology may appear neutral. However, embedded in 
technology are the values of a culture (Pacey, 1983) and 
those values are gendered (Benston, 1988; Kramarae, 
1988; Rakow, 1988). Often, technology embraces the 
values of patriarchy through promoting individualism, 
separatism, objectivity, rationality, and logic and ig-
nores women’s ways of knowing that include intercon-
nectedness, imagination, emotions, and the body (Ben-
ston, 1988; Kramarae, 1988; Rakow, 1988). Benston 
(1988) argues that:  
Women are excluded from education and action in the 
realm of technology. They do not have the same access 
to technology or the same experiences with concepts 
and equipment as men do. They are not expected to 
act from a technical view of the world. Instead, 
women’s world is one of people, nurturance and emo-
tion. (p. 23) 
As human interactions and processes become more 
scientific, women’s ways of learning may become deval-
ued. Scientific viewpoints are associated with patriar-
chy. Often, all of society is held to a standard that tech-
nological inventions achieve without attention to the 
gendered implications of technology. 
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The important point to be made with reference to 
technology is that women’s and men’s experiences and 
perceptions of technology are frequently different. Thus, 
“the challenge is to develop a more inclusive under-
standing of the social relations and ideologies of tech-
nological processes” (Kramarae, 1988, p. 7) so that the 
values and experiences pertinent to men are not favored 
over other individuals. 
Through my thematic analysis, I have shown how 
gender issues were marginalized and minimized in the 
talk of many of my study participants. My themes illus-
trated that gender was not central to many basic 
courses. Rather these topics remained at the margins of 
teachers’ course content and pedagogical practices. 
Leaving gender at the margins results in classroom cli-
mates where female students may not realize their full 
potential as human beings. I argue that communication 
scholars must mark gender as an integral concept in ba-
sic communication material if they are to enact gender 
sensitivity in the classroom.  
 
CONCLUSION 
Critical and feminist scholars argue that educational 
systems are gender biased and this foundation needs to 
be changed to promote equity and equality for all stu-
dents. In order for our communication classrooms to en-
courage students to develop critical perspectives of the 
world, we must move away from patriarchy as the cen-
tering force in our course content and pedagogical prac-
tices. I agree with Peterson (1991) when he writes that, 
“without an institutional focus,” revising our communi-
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cation courses to be more gender sensitive will, “remain 
ghettoized in special courses or programs taught by 
idiosyncratic faculty” (p. 60). Pagano (1994) writes that, 
“when we teach, we tell stories” (p. 252). It is my hope 
that this study encourages communication educators to 
think deeply about the stories they tell.  
 
REFERENCES 
Ardener, S. (1978). Introduction: The nature of women 
in society In S. Ardener (Ed.), Defining females: The 
nature of women in society (pp. 9-48). New York: 
Wiley. 
Belenky, M., Clinchy, B., Goldberger, N., & Tarule, J. 
(1986). Women’s ways of knowing: The development 
of self, voice, and mind. New York: Perseus Books. 
Benston, M. (1988). Women’s voices/men’s voices: Tech-
nology as language. In C. Kramarae (Ed.), Technol-
ogy and women’s voices: Keeping in touch (pp.15-28). 
New York: Routledge. 
Berger, P., & Luckmann, T. (1966). The social construc-
tion of reality. New York: Doubleday. 
Bogdan, D. (1994). When is a singing school (not) a cho-
rus? The emancipatory agenda in feminist pedagogy 
and literature education. In L. Stone (Ed.), The edu-
cation feminist reader (pp. 349-358). New York: 
Routledge. 
Bordo, S. (1990). Feminism, postmodernism, and gen-
der-scepticism. In L. Nicholson (Ed.), Femi-
241
et al.: Basic Communication Course Annual Vol. 16
Published by eCommons, 2004
Assessing Sensitivity 225  
 Volume 16, 2004 
nism/postmodernism (pp. 133-156). New York: Rout-
ledge. 
Bowen, S., & Wyatt, N. (1993). Visions of synthesis, vi-
sions of critique. In S. Bowen & N. Wyatt (Eds.), 
Transforming visions: Feminist critiques in commu-
nication studies (pp. 1-18). Cresskill, NJ: Hampton. 
Brunson, D., & Vogt, J. (1996). Empowering our stu-
dents and ourselves: A liberal democratic approach 
to the communication classroom. Communication 
Education, 45, 73-85. 
Campbell, K.K. (1991). Hearing women’s voices. Com-
munication Education, 40, 33-48. 
Carfagna, R. (1998). Educating women at Ursuline Col-
lege: Curriculum, collaboration, and growth. Lewis-
ton, NY: Edwin Mellen. 
Crawford, M., & MacLeod, M. (1990). Gender in the 
college classroom: An assessment of the “chilly cli-
mate” for women. Sex Roles, 23, 101-122. 
Elenes, A. (1995). New direction for feminist curriculum 
transformation projects. Feminist Teacher, 9, 70-75. 
Fetterman, D. (1989). Ethnography: Step by step. New-
bury Park, CA: Sage. 
Freire, P. (1993). Pedagogy of the oppressed: New revised 
20th-anniversary edition. New York: Continuum. 
Gastil, J. (1990). Generic pronouns and sexist language: 
The oxymoronic character of masculine generics. Sex 
Roles, 23, 629-643. 
Hall, R., & Sandler, B. (1982). The classroom climate: A 
chilly one for women? Washington, DC: Association 
242
Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 16 [2004], Art. 18
http://ecommons.udayton.edu/bcca/vol16/iss1/18
226 Assessing Sensitivity 
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL 
of American Colleges, Project on the Status and 
Education of Women. 
Hanson, T. (1999). Gender sensitivity and diversity is-
sues in selected basic public speaking texts. Women 
& Language, 22, 13-19. 
Harris, K., Melaas, K., & Rodacker, E. (1999). The im-
pact of women’s studies courses on college students 
of the 1990s. Sex Roles, 40, 969-977. 
Hegde, R. (2000, Fall). Greetings. Feminist and Women’s 
Studies and Women’s Caucus, pp. 1-2. 
Hooks, b. (1994). Teaching to transgress: Education as 
the practice of freedom. New York: Routledge. 
Houston, B. (1994). Should public education be gender 
free. In L. Stone (Ed.), The education feminism 
reader (pp. 122-134). New York: Routledge. 
Kramarae, C. (1981). Women and men speaking. Row-
ley, MA: Newbury House. 
Kramarae, C. (1988). Gotta go Myrtle, technology’s at 
the door. In C. Kramarae (Ed.), Technology and 
women’s voices: Keeping in touch (pp. 1-14). New 
York: Routledge. 
Kramarae, C., & Treichler, P. (1992). Amazons, blue-
stockings, and crones: A feminist dictionary. Loudon: 
Pandora. 
Lindlof, T. (1995). Qualitative communication research 
methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.  
Maher, F., & Tetreault, M. (1996). The feminist class-
room: An inside look at how professors and students 
243
et al.: Basic Communication Course Annual Vol. 16
Published by eCommons, 2004
Assessing Sensitivity 227  
 Volume 16, 2004 
are transforming higher education in a diverse soci-
ety. New York: Basic Books. 
Martin, J. (1994). Excluding women from the educa-
tional realm. In L. Stone (Ed.), The education femi-
nist reader (pp. 105-121). New York: Routledge. 
Martin, J. (2000). Coming of age in academe: Rekindling 
women’s hopes and reforming the academy. New 
York: Routledge. 
McLaren, P. (1998). Life in schools: An introduction to 
critical pedagogy in the foundations of education. 
New York: Addison Wesley Longman. 
Overall, C. (1997). Feeling fraudulent: Some moral 
quandries of a feminist instructor. Educational The-
ory, 47, 1-13. 
Pacey, A. (1983). The culture of technology. Cambridge, 
MA: MIT. 
Pagano, J. (1994). Teaching women. In L. Stone (Ed.), 
The education feminism reader (pp. 252-275). New 
York: Routledge. 
Peterson, E. (1991). Moving toward a gender balanced 
curriculum in basic speech communication courses. 
Communication Education, 40, 60-72. 
Philbin, M., Meier, E., Huffman, S., & Boverie, P. 
(1995). A survey of gender and learning styles. Sex 
Roles, 32, 485-494. 
Rakow, L. (1988). Gendered technology, gendered prac-
tice. Critical Studies in Mass Communication, 5, 57-
70. 
244
Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 16 [2004], Art. 18
http://ecommons.udayton.edu/bcca/vol16/iss1/18
228 Assessing Sensitivity 
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL 
Rakow, L. (1991). Gender and race in the classroom: 
Teaching way out of line. Feminist Teacher, 6, 10-13. 
Rich, A (1985). Taking women students seriously. In M. 
Culley & C. Portuges (Eds.), Gendered subjects: The 
dynamics of feminist teaching (pp. 21-28). Boston: 
Routledge. 
Sadker, M., & Sadker, D. (1994). Failing at fairness: 
How America’s schools cheat girls. New York: Char-
les Scribner’s Sons. 
Sandler, B., Silverberg, L., & Hall, R. (1996). The chilly 
classroom climate: A guide to improve the education 
of women. Washington, DC: National Association for 
Women in Education. 
Shor, I. (1996). When students have power: Negotiating 
authority in a critical pedagogy. Chicago: University 
of Chicago. 
Smith, D. (1994). “Why do we have to read about girls 
living in Australia and London?” In L. Stone (Ed.), 
The education feminist reader (pp. 328-335). New 
York: Routledge. 
Smithson, I. (1990). Introduction: Investigating gender, 
power, and pedagogy. In S. Gabriel & I. Smithson 
(Eds.), Gender in the classroom: Power and pedagogy 
(pp. 1-27). Chicago: University of Illinois. 
Spender, D. (1990). Man made language. London: Pan-
dora. 
Spitzack, C., & Carter, K. (1989). Research on women’s 
communication: The politics of theory and method. 
In K. Carter & C. Spitzack (Eds.), Doing research on 
245
et al.: Basic Communication Course Annual Vol. 16
Published by eCommons, 2004
Assessing Sensitivity 229  
 Volume 16, 2004 
women’s communication: Perspectives on theory and 
method (pp. 11-39). Norwood, NJ: Ablex. 
Sprague, J. (1993). Retrieving the research agenda for 
communication education: Asking the pedagogical 
questions that are “embarrassments to theory.” 
Communication Education, 42, 106-122. 
Stone, L. (1994). Introducing education feminism. In L. 
Stone (Ed.), The education feminism reader (pp. 1-
13). New York: Routledge. 
Todd-Mancillas, W. (1981). Masculine generics=sexist 
language: A review of literature and implications for 
speech communication professionals. Communica-
tion Quarterly, 29, 107-115. 
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 
Education Statistics. (2001). Digest of Education 
Statistics, 2001. Washington, DC: Office of Educa-
tional Research and Improvement. 
Weiler, K. (1991). Freire and a feminist pedagogy of dif-
ference. Harvard Educational Review, 4, 449-474. 
Wood, J., & Lenze, L. (1991). Strategies to enhance gen-
der sensitivity in communication education. Com-
munication Education, 40, 16-21. 
 
246
Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 16 [2004], Art. 18
http://ecommons.udayton.edu/bcca/vol16/iss1/18
230 
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL 
Education as Communication: 
The Pragmatist Tradition 
Chad Edwards 
Gregory J. Shepherd 
 
 
 
Not only is social life identical with communication, 
but all communication (and hence all genuine social 
life) is educative.  
 John Dewey (1916, p. 5) 
 
Basic communication course textbooks often justify 
communication pedagogy by pointing to linkages be-
tween communication practices and democracy (Zaref-
sky, 1996). We are all familiar with such claims: vibrant 
democracies require citizens capable of engaging in 
public discourse; healthy democracies demand citizens 
educated in the ways of rhetoric, proof, and argumenta-
tion; strong democracies are populated by engaged and 
informed voters, skilled in analyzing the issues of a 
given day. And indeed, the obvious character of this as-
sociation might speak to its firmness. But in Democracy 
and Education, John Dewey long ago pointed us to a 
more important association: 
The devotion of democracy to education is a familiar 
fact. The superficial explanation is that a government 
resting upon popular suffrage cannot be successful 
unless those who elect and who obey their governors 
are educated. . . . But there is a deeper explanation. A 
democracy is more than a form of government; it is 
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primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint 
communicated experience. The extension in space of 
the number of individuals who participate in an inter-
est so that each has to refer his own action to that of 
others, and to consider the action of others to give 
point and direction to his own, is equivalent to the 
breaking down of those barriers of class, race, and na-
tional territory which kept men from perceiving the 
full import of their activity. (1916, p. 87).   
It is this second, deeper explanation, which informs 
our approach to teaching the basic course. Fundamen-
tally, we take the basic course in public speaking to be a 
site where associated living is experienced, and where a 
social actor practices the democratic art of understand-
ing and articulating his/her own behaviors and beliefs in 
terms of the behaviors and beliefs of others, even as 
those behaviors and beliefs join with and provide direc-
tion for others while others’ behaviors and beliefs make 
sense of and influence the behaviors and beliefs of said 
social actor. This democratic practice of associated living 
is, as Dewey insisted, communication itself—“conjoint 
communicated experience.”  
In the pages that follow, we provide a quick overview 
of this pragmatist educational metaphysic, discuss a few 
consequences of metaphysical beliefs about education, 
and offer brief concluding remarks. 
 
THE PRAGMATIST’S EDUCATIONAL METAPHYSIC 
Because all belief structures regarding teaching im-
ply corresponding ideas about life, learning, the relation 
of teachers to students, and the aims of education; and 
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because they are consequential not only for instructors 
and students, but for societies and cultures as well, we 
prefer the term educational metaphysics to that of teach-
ing philosophies. The latter seems to privilege instruc-
tion and instructors to the neglect of student experience, 
relationships and educational structure, while the for-
mer more fully captures the integrative, non-dualist, 
and melioristic spirit of the pragmatist tradition which 
sought to transcend the worn dichotomy of the practical 
and the ideal. 
 In recent years, the transmissive approach to edu-
cation has been heavily challenged from various aca-
demic paradigms; most notably perhaps, from feminist-
women’s studies (see, e.g., hooks 1994; Maher & 
Tetreault, 2001) and neo-Marxist philosophy (see, e.g., 
Apple, 1993, Friere, 1970, Margonis, 1993). However, 
despite the soundness and prevalence of critique re-
garding the transmissive educational metaphysic, it has 
maintained its entrenched place in the typical univer-
sity classroom. Armbruster (2000), for instance, noted 
that listening to lectures occupies nearly 80% of stu-
dents’ time in class. In short, despite mounting calls for 
active learning, critical thinking, and engaged educa-
tion, mainstream practice continues to embrace trans-
mission models.  
Mainstream, or “transmissive,” educational philoso-
phies position the instructor as one whose job it is to ef-
fectively impart disciplinary information. The educa-
tional experiences of students may then be assessed 
with tests designed to measure their comprehension and 
retention (Doll, 1996). Because the instructor is the sole 
possessor of knowledge, it becomes important for stu-
dents to accept and remember these “truths” with 
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minimal resistance, and unnecessary (and undesirable) 
for students to critically evaluate or challenge the “give-
ness” or “facticity” of claims made by the instructor or to 
hold course material accountable to their stock of lived 
experience. Palmer (1998) has characterized main-
stream educational philosophy as that which: 
centers on a teacher who does little more than deliver 
conclusions to students. It assumes that the teacher 
must give and the students must take, that the 
teacher sets all the standards and the students must 
measure up. Teacher and students gather in the same 
room at the same time not to experience community 
but simply to keep the teacher from having to say 
things more than once. (p. 116) 
Because communication is handed a menial role of 
classification and transmission in this traditional meta-
physic (i.e., as a vehicle for the transference of knowl-
edge — a troubling theoretical characterization in its 
own right, see Shepherd, 1993, 1998, 1999), the instruc-
tor and students never fully realize an educational 
community. Put simply, social actors fail to create to-
gether anything in communication. In contrast, creating 
something in communication is the defining activity of 
the educational experience in the pragmatist’s meta-
physic.  
Though the pragmatist educational metaphysic was 
first forwarded more than three quarters of a century 
ago, it has not much been realized in educational prac-
tice. Indeed, until quite recently, pragmatism has been 
systematically suppressed both within and outside aca-
demia (Minnich, 2002). The socio-cultural conditions of 
the present, however, warrant revisiting the pragmatist 
tradition, which anticipates post-modern influences on 
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pedagogy (e.g., co-construction, relationality, and con-
tingency), but does so without requiring wholesale adop-
tion of the post-modern project and its most debilitating 
critiques (e.g., those regarding relativism and nihilism, 
cf., Shepherd, 2001).1  
Understanding the pragmatist’s educational meta-
physic requires appreciation for Dewey’s belief “that the 
measure of the worth of the administration, curriculum, 
and methods of instruction of the school is the extent to 
which they are animated by a social spirit” (1916, p. 
358). He was not, of course, referring here to the need 
for pep rallies and ever-present cheerleading squads, 
but rather to his insistence that while “Informational 
statements about things can be acquired in relative 
isolation . . . realization of the meaning of the linguistic 
signs is quite another matter. That involves a context of 
work and play in association with others” (1916, p. 358, 
italics in original). Essentially, pragmatist educational 
beliefs rest on the premise that the classroom is a 
“learning environment that is a practical, simplified 
version of society” (Jacobsen, 1999, p. 231), or in 
Dewey’s terms, “a community life in all which that im-
plies” (1916, p. 358). Education, in this view, is more 
about the co-construction of beliefs, the making of social 
ties, the working out of all manner of things together, 
the experience of communication, than it is about the 
teaching of content, the acquisition of knowledge, or the 
development of mental or behavioral skills. 
                                               
1 The third anonymous reviewer’s insights were instrumental in 
the formation of this argument. 
 
251
et al.: Basic Communication Course Annual Vol. 16
Published by eCommons, 2004
Pragmatist 235  
 Volume 16, 2004 
One result of this metaphysic is an instructor and 
classroom of a very different sort from one born of main-
stream educational philosophies. If individuals “regard 
truth as something handed down from authorities on 
high, the classroom will look like a dictatorship” but if 
instructors “regard truth as emerging from a complex 
process of mutual inquiry, the classroom will look like a 
resourceful and interdependent community” (Palmer, 
1998, p. 5). Dewey defined education as “that recon-
struction or reorganization of experience which adds to 
the meaning of experience, and which increases ability 
to direct the course of subsequent experience” (1916, p. 
76). Dewey’s model of instruction thus maintained that 
the instructor be seen as a resource and guide person for 
learning--the educator’s main role is to provide advice 
and assistance to the students in their quest for mean-
ingful experience. Ozmon and Craver (1999) argued that 
the pragmatist instructor’s undertaking is to aid stu-
dents in directing, controlling, and guiding personal and 
social experiences so that the student can be a good 
community member in a democratic society. It is in this 
guiding through experiences, that praxis or “a union of 
theory and practice in reflective action” can start to de-
velop and productively inform and change future action 
for the both the instructor and students (Schubert, 
1991, p. 214). In this way, the educational aims belong 
to the students and not the institution or the instructor.  
Because of the centrality of experience and the goal 
of praxis, the pragmatist educator maintains that a pro-
ductive classroom requires an open environment and an 
attitude toward instruction that encourages experimen-
tal inquiry of socially constructed and contingent beliefs, 
values, and truth claims (Gutek, 1988). “Learning,” ac-
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cording to Palmer (1998), “does not happen when stu-
dents are unable to express their ideas, emotions, confu-
sions, ignorance, and prejudices. In fact, only when peo-
ple can speak their minds does education have a chance 
to happen” (p. 75). Instructors must embrace the free-
dom to experiment with a variety of techniques and 
choices of content designed to assist students in devel-
oping productive ways of knowing, constructing truths, 
and testing ideas for their practical consequences. This 
requires a relinquishment of the notion that the role of 
teachers is to dispense absolute answers to abstract 
problems. For if we, as educators, view truth as a social 
construction with intersubjective agreement, and our 
own existence as precarious and potentially uncertain, 
we have to examine each social and human problem as 
it arises instead of attempting to locate permanent and 
stable solutions. 
 
CONSEQUENCES OF EDUCATIONAL METAPHYSICS  
Consistent with the pragmatist belief that the good-
ness of an idea is to be judged by the practical conse-
quences of its adoption, we present several empirical 
and theoretical advantages of the pragmatist educa-
tional metaphysic. All too often, the connection between 
educational philosophy and educational practice is 
overlooked (Ozmon & Craver, 1999). In one attempt to 
affirm and empirically articulate the link between edu-
cational theory and practice, Edwards (2003) investi-
gated the outcomes associated with various educational 
belief systems and demonstrated that both instructors 
and students ascribing to a pragmatist metaphysic of 
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education garnered a number of educational advantages 
over those ascribing to more traditional (or “transmis-
sive”) philosophies of education. 
In Edwards’ study, student and instructor partici-
pants completed a modified version of the Witcher-
Travers (1999) survey of educational beliefs and a host 
of educational and communicative outcome measures. 
Results showed that pragmatist instructors were more 
satisfied with teaching as a career. This association is 
important, because as Bess (1977) suggests, “[u]nless 
faculty members perceive the teaching enterprise as a 
continuing source of profound satisfactions in life — 
satisfactions arising out of the fulfillment of deep-seated 
human needs—they will rarely have the sustained role 
commitment that is necessary for creativity and excel-
lence in performance” (p. 244). And Bess’ argument 
received support in Edwards’ study, as instructors 
embracing a pragmatist metaphysic were found to have 
won significantly more teaching awards and honors 
than were their more transmissively-oriented coun-
terparts. Such honors and awards are undoubtedly re-
lated to the greater career satisfaction pragmatist edu-
cators express, but they are also certainly attributable 
to another of Edwards’ findings: pragmatist instructors 
were rated by their students as more nonverbally im-
mediate than were transmissive instructors. Of course, 
nonverbal immediacy has been linked with a plethora of 
desirable educational outcomes including teacher effec-
tiveness (Sanders & Wiseman, 1990), student motiva-
tion (Christophel, 1990), student perceptions of instruc-
tor attractiveness (Rocca & McCroskey, 1999), student 
affective learning (Christensen & Menzel, 1998; Fry-
mier, 1994), student perceptions of teacher caring 
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(Teven, 2001), and instructor clarity (Chesebro & 
McCroskey, 2001), and continues to be lauded by in-
structional communication scholars as one of the most 
consequential factors in teaching/learning encounters. 
Students in Edwards’ study who held a pragmatist 
educational metaphysic also fared better along a num-
ber of lines. Most notably, they exhibited higher levels of 
affective learning and greater motivation to learn. In-
terestingly, their perceptions of the nonverbal immedi-
acy level, caring, and attractiveness of their instructors 
were higher (regardless of the educational philosophy of 
the instructor) than were those perceptions among stu-
dents who embraced a transmissive metaphysic. This 
result accounts some for the greater communication 
satisfaction pragmatist-oriented students reported ex-
periencing between themselves and their teachers.  
The pragmatist educational metaphysic not only en-
ables a richer and more effective practice, it represents 
a justified theoretical move (if such a division can be 
made). If the Communication discipline is to evolve from 
theorizing communication as transmission and toward a 
conception of communication as constitutive and onto-
logical, (a move that seems to be well underway), so too 
must our theories of education reflect a greater under-
standing of the role of communication in calling into 
being both relations and relata.  
Take, for instance, the typical mainstream transmis-
sive model of education, which holds that the purpose of 
education is for instructors to deposit their knowledge 
and expertise in the minds of students. Such a belief is 
probably related to a corresponding model of communi-
cation as transmission, or as a vehicle for the expression 
of one’s thoughts, feelings, ideas, and beliefs to another. 
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If the role of education is transferring knowledge from 
one individual to another, then communication has to 
take on the role of transferrer — it must serve as a vehi-
cle or vessel for the transmission of the knowledge. 
Pragmatist educational beliefs, on the other hand, em-
phasize the mutual interplay between students and in-
structors and the co-created and value-laden nature of 
knowledge and truth. If education is a joint construction 
of participants, then communication must be something 
other than a medium for relaying truth or knowledge. 
Individuals with pragmatists educational beliefs likely 
have beliefs about communication that stress the role of 
communication in constituting social selves and realities 
that enable people to enter into authentic human rela-
tionships, or dialogue. 
 
PRAGMATISM AND THE BASIC COURSE 
Generally speaking, communication education em-
bodying a pragmatist metaphysic would appear quite 
different from most current instructional practices. In-
structors would care more about student engagement 
with than absorption of course material. That is not to 
say, of course, that educational content must be subor-
dinated to educational process. The rather sharp dis-
tinction now drawn between pedagogical content and 
process has not always existed; the two previously being 
conceived as comprising an “indistinguishable body of 
understanding” (Friedrich, 2002, p. 374). Pragmatism, 
with its characteristically non-dualistic spirit, promotes 
a classroom enlivened by the active intersecting of lived 
everyday experiences and traditional course material 
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(canonical, disciplinary understandings). Instructors in 
such a classroom are interested primarily neither in im-
parting stand-alone course “knowledge,” nor mostly in 
the use of pedagogical techniques aimed at eliciting 
positive student evaluations. Rather, students and in-
structors in the pragmatist classroom are urged to con-
front and test the utility of the belief in one truth claim 
over another, and to keep education centered not on 
student or teacher, content or process, but on a “subject” 
co-constructed by all involved and held accountable to 
both stocks of lived experience and academic theorizing.  
More specifically, the pragmatist communication 
classroom would feature assignments that maximize 
students’ opportunities to creatively engage in civic af-
fairs and participate in community life. A customary as-
signment in most mainstream basic communication 
courses requires students to single out a topic of their 
interest and prepare/deliver a speech to be assessed 
along a number of standard (objective) criteria produced 
by the instructor. Consider the ways in which this as-
signment might be transformed in a pragmatist course. 
For example, students might not even deliver a pre-
pared speech, but instead partake in a small group dis-
cussion with other students and the instructor in which 
a creative solution to a community or civic problem is 
developed. Or, the student might engage in a simulated 
press conference, in which classmates and the instructor 
ask questions about the issue at hand. One advantage of 
such an approach is that it refuses a construction of 
audience and classmates as passive recipients of infor-
mation or targets of persuasion, recasting them, in-
stead, as active collaborators in communication and 
classroom community.  
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This is not to say that an individual speaking as-
signment has no place in the pragmatist classroom; 
rather, if and when a student delivers a stand-alone 
speech it would not, ever, be experienced as “stand 
alone.” Instead, the speech would be done only in the 
context of other speeches already given or about to be 
given, never in presumed isolation from the experiences 
of others in the classroom community. This would, at 
the very least, reanimate the rather stale notion of 
audience analysis that often appears in our basic course 
textbooks and classrooms. 
One obvious way to facilitate an engaged and con-
nected speaking situation is to center attention and en-
ergy on a general problem or topic of interest. For ex-
ample, a consequential social issue of general concern 
(e.g., healthcare or new technologies) might be selected 
as a focus of assignments, thereby allowing students 
and the instructor to share ideas and solutions to vari-
ous problems about a general concern of interest. 
Additionally, students and instructors, as a situated 
community of learners and teachers, could create the 
grading criteria for assignments together. Collabora-
tively designed rubrics could replace standard grading 
criteria, facilitating engagement with course material, 
critical thinking and evaluation skills, and a feeling of 
ownership and responsibility to meet co-constructed 
standards of performance.  
In the pragmatist’s classroom, the purpose of each 
assignment is never the transmission of information (or 
persuasion of that information), but rather the encour-
agement of a collective and creative endeavor designed 
to rely on the array of experiences present as it recon-
structs and reorganizes those same experiences. The 
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community of learning is enhanced in such classrooms 
because all parties have a stake in the significance of 
problems addressed, the goodness of solutions derived, 
and the creation of truths collectively tested. Dewey 
(1916) argued:  
In final account, then, not only does social life demand 
teaching and learning for its own permanence, but 
also the very process of living together educates. It 
enlarges and enlightens experience; it stimulates and 
enriches imagination; it creates responsibility for ac-
curacy and vividness of statement and thought. (p. 6) 
 
CONCLUSION 
John Dewey is, arguably, the most significant and 
recognized philosopher of education in American his-
tory; yet the core of his educational metaphysic has not 
been much realized in American schools (cf. Ryan, 
1995), and especially not in American Universities and 
Colleges. Dewey believed that education, as he defined 
it, was critical for democracies, and could only and nec-
essarily be achieved in communication. It is in our na-
tion’s classrooms that individuals of diverse demo-
graphics and backgrounds have the too rare opportunity 
of coming together to form conjoint experiences. Where, 
we might wonder, is the possibility of this occurrence 
more obviously likely than in the basic communication 
course where interaction itself is the featured subject? 
We have been given the time, space, and resources in 
our classrooms to provide students with experience in 
associated living. The pragmatist tradition reminds us 
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of this gift and calls us again to its concomitant respon-
sibility. 
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Teaching and Learning 
in a Spirit of Friendship 
William K. Rawlins 
 
 
 
Although over a quarter of a century has passed, I 
remember taking the basic course in Communication as 
an undergraduate at the University of Delaware. The 
course was called “Com 255 — Fundamentals of Speech 
Communication,” and the format was what we commu-
nication educators commonly term “the hybrid course,” 
involving units on rhetorical and communication theory, 
interpersonal and small group communication, and in-
formation and practice concerning individual and group 
public presentations. I still remember much of the con-
tent of that course, and I recall us gathering writing 
samples from walkways and bathroom walls around 
campus for our group presentation on “Graffiti as Com-
munication” (and noticing together and reporting how 
the graffiti differed in the women’s and men’s rest-
rooms). 
But what I remember most was being treated with 
respect and interest by the teacher of the course, an 
M.A. student named Ms. Paula Roberts. Having been 
raised in a conservative small town in rural southern 
Delaware in a nuclear family of a mother, father and 
four sons, I came to the course with virtually no under-
standing of what was then termed “Women’s Libera-
tion.” In fact, when Paula first mentioned the ideas in 
class, my reaction was basically, “Huh?” In our class-
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room she thoughtfully engaged me as well as others 
about our ignorance and misgivings; and after class she 
took the time to listen and talk with me about these 
ideas, which were obviously shaking me to my core. 
Over the course of the semester, under her guidance and 
through our multiple occasions of speaking together 
inside and outside of class, my window on the world, my 
conceptions of myself, and my communication practices 
with other persons were altered and broadened. 
I believe that all of us who teach the basic communi-
cation course share strong convictions about its poten-
tial for affecting our students in similar ways. I hope 
and surmise that each of us has stories to tell from our 
perspectives as teachers about the impact our course 
has had on students during the time we have taught it, 
as well as how teaching the course continues to improve 
and educate us as teachers and persons. For my part, I 
will say that some of the most striking and palpable 
changes I have witnessed in students during my career 
as an educator have transpired in and through the basic 
course. Frequently, students take our basic course very 
early in their college careers. They are excited; they are 
open. But typically they are also quite concerned about 
how they might appear when they speak in class. To 
greater and lesser degrees they are vulnerable.  
In my opinion, these existential feelings are part of 
walking into any classroom although they may take on 
special significance in the basic course in communica-
tion, regardless of whether it is presented in the hybrid 
or public speaking format. Recognizing this, I want to 
consider how the ideals and practices of friendship can 
provide an edifying ethic for the interactions and rela-
tionships of educators and students. To this end I 
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examine: (1) three facets of friendship in the Western 
tradition; (2) four dialectical tensions of the educational 
friendship; (3) a collection of six virtues I associate with 
teaching as friendship; and (4) some limitations of the 
educational friendship that should be noted. 
Three characteristics are associated with friendship 
in the Western tradition, namely affection, equality and 
mutuality (Aristotle, 1980; Brain, 1976). Friendship 
always involves a measure of affection for others, but 
from classical times different degrees and types of 
caring can characterize two different forms of friend-
ship. On one hand, there is eros, a form of love toward 
particular persons that seeks exclusive and intimate 
bonds with them. By contrast, philia is a more out-
reaching regard for others, associated with a friendship 
based on good will and wishing the other well for his or 
her own good. Further, when persons experiencing 
philia toward each other include a pursuit of the 
common good as part of their dealings, we can speak of 
political or civic friendship (Hutter, 1978). And while it 
is true that in smaller classes and over time through 
repeated individual contact, we can and do develop more 
particularized close friendships with students, my 
primary concern here is with fostering the climate of 
political friendship in our classes. Good will can be con-
tagious (as, conversely, can bad will, distrust and bad 
faith), and performing our time together as an avowedly 
caring pursuit of the common good helps promote hos-
pitable conditions for learning. 
To anticipate possible concerns about quality and 
evaluation, in my experience caring for students does 
not mean diminished commitment to academic stand-
ards. When we care about students, our standards may 
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be raised, both our expectations of them and of our-
selves in teaching them and evaluating their work. 
Equality is a more difficult, if not structurally im-
possible, feature of friendship to achieve. Teachers pos-
sess rightful and (hopefully) learned authority in classes 
(Watt, 1982). We also embrace the responsibility for fa-
cilitating and evaluating students’ learning while ac-
knowledging our power to grade their performance. De-
spite this power, the spirit of friendship always pro-
motes the search for “levelers” in relationships, that is, 
places or spaces for speaking as equals. The stance of 
friendship involves de-emphasizing the structural ine-
qualities patterning teachers’ relationships with stu-
dents and highlighting at every opportunity the poten-
tial equality in our mutual desires to learn. Towards 
that end, for example, my syllabi have identified me for 
some years as “Co-Learner,” rather than “Instructor,” 
and students have remarked on the tone this estab-
lishes. Finally, both teachers and students must aspire 
to this stance for the mutuality of civic friendship to oc-
cur in our classes. As teachers we should seek to demon-
strate and cultivate mutual respect, trust and good will. 
For example, I never request documentation from stu-
dents for their absences or late work, etc. I trust in their 
word and hope that they in turn will trust mine and be 
honest with me. 
Granting these three characteristics, pursuing edu-
cational friendship involves four dialectical tensions 
with space permitting only a brief review here (for dis-
cussion, see Rawlins, 1992; 2000). The Dialectic of the 
Freedom to be Independent and the Freedom to be De-
pendent addresses the critical concern of how much and 
in what ways freedom should be exercised in facilitating 
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learning. The stance of friendship encourages students’ 
freedom to grow and take risks while simultaneously 
preserving their option to depend on the teacher’s 
knowledge and experience when needed. But how do you 
give guidance without restraining choice too much? And 
how flexible and vulnerable can a teacher become with-
out risking the student’s confidence in his or her grasp 
of the issues? We must not force students into inde-
pendence if they are not ready, nor should we tacitly so-
cialize them into being overly dependent on us or others. 
The Dialectic of Affection and Instrumentality for-
mulates the issue of how much teachers are permitted 
to care for students and how much this caring can occur 
as an end in itself versus as a means to the goals of edu-
cation. I contend that we should care for each of our 
students, even if only through the generalized good will 
and positive feeling conveyed in a large lecture course. 
Of course, in smaller classes particularized caring and 
confirmation are possible through the various ways we 
respond to and interact with our students. It is a worthy 
practice to enlarge the circle of caring in today’s violent 
and distracted world as well as to try to make students 
feel good about themselves. We are in their trust. 
The Dialectic of Judgment and Acceptance addresses 
the ongoing challenges involved in communicating ac-
ceptance and recognition of students as persons while 
fulfilling our responsibilities for evaluating their per-
formances. As is the case with all friends, I believe that 
when persons feel that a teacher wishes them well and 
truly cares about them and that her or his evaluative 
standards have been developed and communicated in 
this manner, grading can be conducted in a spirit of 
learning and concern for improvement. A key issue here 
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is whether abstract standards, which may be utilized in 
good faith, are emphasized to the neglect of a caring 
stance toward students. 
Finally, the Dialectic of Expressiveness and Protec-
tiveness acknowledges the tensions between encourag-
ing the expression of vital and tough truths to keep our-
selves honest as a community of inquirers, while at the 
same time being respectful and discreet about matters 
that might hurt or threaten others. This is a delicate 
line to walk that once again requires thoughtful per-
formances and sometimes intervention by teachers, but 
always in a spirit of friendship and the possibility of 
living respectfully with our differences. 
While recognizing these inherent and persistent 
dialectical tensions, I would like to celebrate six virtues 
aspired to in educational friendship. (1) Encouraging the 
practices and classroom climate of a fair-minded, re-
spectful, and caring political community. A classroom is 
a public context for inquiring and thinking together and 
for performing our identities. It is a political space en-
hanced by the stance of friendship. As Arendt (1958) ob-
served, 
What love is in its own, narrowly circumscribed 
sphere, respect is in the larger domain of human 
affairs. Respect, not unlike the Aristotelian philia 
politike, is a kind of ‘friendship’ without intimacy and 
without closeness; it is regard for the person from the 
distance which the space of the world puts between 
us. (p. 243)  
(2) Connecting course-related learning to the lives we 
are living. Teachers are encouraged to be involved per-
sons interacting with other persons, telling stories that 
dramatize their relationship to the matters under con-
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sideration, and linking the material to their own lives as 
a model for students to do the same. Importantly, in 
telling these stories to each other, we don’t separate 
facts from values or living from learning together. We 
recognize and respect the diversity of political convic-
tions and religious sensibilities informing our presence 
and reasons for being in our classroom together. 
(3) Taking seriously the temporal registers of class-
room discourse. Too often, classroom discourse finds it-
self confined to a limiting temporal orientation. For ex-
ample, there is authority associated with the past and 
established facts, the way things have (always) been 
done. There is power derived from tradition in teaching. 
While prior ways of speaking often contextualize our 
present ways, we should consider the extent to which a 
teacher’s and discipline’s traditions should dictate a 
student’s future. There are also risks with too much talk 
about an enduring present. Such discourse may function 
and be heard by students as apologies for the status 
quo. Repeated descriptions of what is can begin to sound 
like constraining conceptions of what should or ought to 
be. Emphasizing present practices may inadvertently 
encourage conceptions and skills for fitting into prede-
termined situations and a normalized sense of what 
currently exists. A final temporal discourse addresses 
the future and possibilities yet to come. It is a language 
of making choices (in the richest senses of the words) 
and changing one’s personal and social contexts. Speak-
ing in this way, the classroom becomes a place for 
praxis, for trying to talk about and go about our selves 
and our worlds differently than they currently are or 
have been in the past. 
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(4) Being sensitive to the narrative qualities of learn-
ers’ lives. The teaching friendship wants to hear how 
languages, voices, and events of the past both limit and 
enable the present. We want to talk about their practi-
cal and moral legacies for our classroom conversations 
and for the communities we are creating. As in all 
friendships, we want to listen to the particulars and de-
tails of other persons’ stories, to understand their 
meanings for the teller and the reasons for their telling. 
Learning in a spirit of friendship involves exploring the 
opportunities that different versions of the present af-
ford for individually and collectively authoring our fu-
tures. 
(5) Pursuing dialogue in teaching and sharing 
knowledge. Dialogue composes the intellectual heart of 
teaching and sharing knowledge in a spirit of friend-
ship. Teaching as friendship learns from Bakhtin (1981) 
that all language use is an emergent, generative, and 
contested project. In Stewart and Zediker’s (2000) 
words, a dialogical stance involves “letting the other 
happen to me while holding my own ground” (p. 232). 
Learning involves real and spirited interaction, with 
conversation addressing issues that matter, asking 
questions leading to more questions, creating choices, 
and taking chances. A love of conversation enlivens the 
practices of this educational outlook. 
(6) Emphasizing the intrinsic importance of class-
room interactions and conversations with students. Re-
flecting Bakhtin’s (1993) insistence on the ethical im-
port of “once-occurrence,” every moment of teaching is 
conceived as a rich and unique opportunity to live in 
learning and friendship with students and to validate 
them as persons. We need to listen thoughtfully to stu-
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dents when they are speaking and to meet them where 
they are. Our attention to detail matters when we are 
addressing students. How carefully are we listening to 
what is being said (or reading what is written)? What 
does our posture and tone of voice say about our regard 
for any student we encounter? What is occurring on the 
identity level of our discourse? Who are we allowing 
ourselves to be in our words with each other? What 
kinds of examples of respectful interaction and regard 
do we perform for our community of learners? I believe 
the benefits of this approach to education are immedi-
ately redeemable; we do not need to wait to experience 
or realize the value of what we are learning together.  
Despite its virtues, there are limitations to the prac-
tices of educational friendship described here. First, the 
contingent and relational qualities of our subject posi-
tions can simultaneously allow and disallow teachers 
and students to speak with each other in certain ways. 
As in all political circumstances, the participating 
teachers’ and students’ personal attributes, identities, 
and cultural backgrounds affect the concrete accom-
plishment of educational friendship. Relative ages, 
races, ethnicities, gender, sexual orientations, and social 
and professional statuses can markedly influence the 
opportunities for and perceptions of this way of teach-
ing. Even so, I do not mean to speak here as categori-
cally as it may sound. I strongly believe and hope that 
every person has a choice in how to address others in 
the moments they share of being alive. However, per-
sonal and community prejudices can affect our choices 
knowingly or in spite of our efforts to get beyond them. 
Second, it may be argued that a fundamental, struc-
tural inequality inimical to friendship between teachers 
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and students persists. Under these conditions, the edu-
cational friendship can mystify students, with real dif-
ferences obscured and the teacher feigning affection for 
students and acting in their best interests from a power 
position while actually pursuing self-serving goals. This 
critique might further contend that teachers own their 
superior positions and therefore students understand 
the nature of the traditional relationship. I would re-
spond to these valid concerns in a few ways. First, the 
approach to teaching and learning I discuss here is not 
for everybody. Many teachers, as well as students, may 
feel more secure and effective in traditional roles. It is 
indeed imperative for all teachers to reflect continually 
and critically on their stances and actions toward stu-
dents undertaken in the name of education (Brookfield, 
1995). As a classically asymmetrical situation, there is 
always the potential for bad faith and exploitation, but 
these are not inherent faults, in my opinion. Finally, 
like dialogue within parenting and therapy relation-
ships, teaching may only achieve intermittent moments 
of real friendship, of self- and other-recognizing good 
will pervading a community (Cissna & Anderson, 1998). 
Even if these moments are temporary, I still believe the 
stance and political climate of educational friendship 
are worth attempting to foster a learning community. 
Communicating as educational friends is a risky un-
dertaking. Teachers risk vulnerability when they speak 
more openly about and encourage students to question 
the reasons for pedagogical decisions and the connection 
of course material to their lives. The ambiguity of cul-
tural scripts for friendship can make it difficult to draw 
clear boundaries for actions and discourse. In short, this 
approach may impose unexpected emotional labor on 
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both teachers and students. The injunction for teachers 
to care about and respect their students and for stu-
dents to regard the teacher and fellow learners likewise 
(or act as if they do) can become additional responsibili-
ties of class membership. Meanwhile, it is difficult for 
teachers and students to feel certain about how every-
one else is experiencing their side of the friendship. Cul-
tivating and sustaining the mutual trust and good will 
necessary for educational friendship can be a delicate, 
comprehensive, and ongoing challenge. 
 Despite the constraints, I believe that we can prac-
tice teaching and learning in a spirit of friendship, as a 
caring relationship with students that aspires to 
speaking and inquiring as equals and encourages 
shared responsibility for learning together. Celebrating 
educational friendship promotes edifying communica-
tive stances of teachers with individual students and 
toward classes as collectives. I feel reverence for the 
privilege of being in a university classroom as a co-
learner, which I try to convey to fellow students in my 
classes. I feel ecstatic about the joys of thinking, read-
ing, speaking, and learning together inside and outside 
of classroom settings. I try to model and facilitate those 
joys of co-learning in every way I can and in a spirit of 
friendship with students. Clear thinking, speaking, and 
writing are counterparts so I try to demonstrate and en-
courage vivid, informed, thoughtful, and creative 
thinking and self-expression in my courses. 
Students should feel safe taking intellectual risks so 
that they may learn something new. Accordingly, I em-
phasize good will and respectful interaction between 
persons in my classes. I want students to feel that their 
presence in our classroom community matters and that 
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their words will be heard and valued. I try to encourage 
a dialogical spirit in my classes. I am deeply concerned 
with our treatment and regard for one another as well 
as the subject matter. 
It is vital in our basic communication course for stu-
dents to connect what we are learning together with 
their everyday lives. Encouraging and developing well-
chosen examples in our conversations and presentations 
enhances this process. I believe that much of what we 
teach in the communication field is immensely valuable 
to society. I also strongly believe that every single per-
son makes a difference, and in our classrooms and 
writings we have the opportunity to cultivate and rec-
ognize that potential. 
Toward these ends, I have tried to demonstrate my 
good will and my friendship by becoming the best lis-
tener I can be and to hear something of significance 
whenever a student speaks. I also begin every course 
with the assertion that no question is too big or too 
small, and I try to behave in ways that affirm this be-
lief. In my judgment, learning about communication 
best occurs in a social setting that aspires to excellence 
in communication practices and that encourages self-re-
spect and respect for others. 
Teaching in the spirit of friendship as I have de-
scribed it is not a step-by-step method or a handy solu-
tion. Instead, it is a risky approach toward facilitating 
learning that involves conscientious and disciplined 
practices, persistent orientations and sensitivities, and 
lived convictions. The rewards of these activities in our 
basic course (as elsewhere) are their ongoing accom-
plishment, enriched interactions with fellow learners 
leading to enhanced humanity and education. 
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Native Virtues: Traditional Sioux 
Philosophy and the Contemporary 
Basic Communication Course 
Daniel P. Modaff 
 
 
 
“When you see a new trail, or a footprint you do not 
know, follow it to the point of knowing.”  
 Uncheedah, the grandmother of Ohiyesa 
 (Nerburn, 1993) 
 
As a basic course instructor I have often struggled 
with the routine nature of the course. While I am com-
pletely committed to its mission, theoretical scope, and 
performance opportunities, I have found it difficult at 
times to break frame and rethink how I approach the 
material, the students, and what we are doing together. 
The standardization of texts, written assignments, per-
formances, and examinations, while necessary for con-
sistency across sections, has contributed to a personal 
sense of pedagogical stagnation that, at times, has lim-
ited my engagement with the material and my students. 
I know from conversations with colleagues across the 
country that I am not alone in this feeling. We express 
to each other our angst, and try to remind ourselves just 
how special this course is and how deserving our stu-
dents are of an experience that has the potential to be 
transformative. The basic communication course pro-
vides the opportunity for students and instructors alike 
to practice new skills, challenge assumptions, and de-
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velop meaningful relationships, but sometimes as in-
structors we need to be mentally reinvigorated as the 
routine begins to invade our optimism. 
How, though, do we create a space for this renewal? 
Many of us are overwhelmed with the demands of the 
academic life—teaching, research, and service—not to 
mention family, friends, and recreation. Finding time 
and energy during the academic year to alter our prac-
tices or make major shifts in our philosophy can be diffi-
cult if not impossible. Dedicating oneself to a major 
switch in philosophy and practice can require significant 
time and energy. The challenges of such a transforma-
tion, while beneficial, can be overwhelming. 
Reinvigoration, however, does not mean that we 
must engage in wholesale changes of philosophy or 
practice. Sometimes examining our current approach 
through the language and principles of a different con-
text is exactly what we need to spur our imagination 
and creativity. For example, I am currently engaged in a 
line of research regarding how traditional Sioux organ-
izing practices may inform contemporary organizational 
communication philosophy. One area that has fasci-
nated me is the virtues of the Sioux. As the traditional 
Sioux attempted to manage the challenges of their daily 
lives, they drew strength from four virtues that every 
member of the tribe aspired to achieve: bravery, gener-
osity, fortitude, and wisdom. As I read more about these 
virtues I started to make connections to the classroom, 
and found myself searching for ways to incorporate 
them into my teaching, evaluation, and relationships 
with students. They became something for which to 
strive and a common lexicon for my students and I to 
use as we discussed our day-to-day interactions in the 
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classroom. I soon found myself and my students rein-
vigorated as we worked together to uphold our version 
of the four virtues. As a nervous student would get up to 
give a speech it was not uncommon to hear another say 
“be brave,” or when others would do something kind 
their peers would thank them for their generosity. 
While my teaching practices did not undergo any major 
changes, how I thought about the course material and 
the relationships with the students was transformed.  
In this article I discuss the four virtues of the Sioux, 
and make connections to instruction in the basic com-
munication course. My intention is to offer a set of ideas 
that may equip the reader with an alternative way to 
think about course material, pedagogical practices, and 
classroom interrelationships. This is not to be confused 
with a fully articulated teaching philosophy that affords 
unique or particular classroom practices. My research 
efforts and pedagogical experimentation have not yet 
led me to that level of development. Instead, the fol-
lowing pages will raise as many questions about what 
we currently do as they provide suggestions for new or 
innovative practices. I begin with a brief discussion of 
the social structure of the Sioux, which is followed by an 
articulation of the four virtues and their connection to 
the basic course. The essay concludes with the limita-
tions of and concerns with using these virtues to inform 
our pedagogical practices.  
Before I provide a brief overview of the social struc-
ture of the traditional Sioux, I need to qualify two 
points. First, I am not a member of the Sioux tribe, nor 
do I teach in an institution that has many (if any) Sioux 
students. My understanding of these issues is based on 
my current line of research (as I noted earlier), which is 
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itself still in the formative stages. I am by no means an 
authority on Sioux life, but I am an eager student ready 
to apply what I have learned to my areas of interest. 
Second, the following discussion is offered in the spirit 
of discovery and good faith, and is not intended to re-
duce thousands of years of Sioux culture(s) to a few ba-
sic elements and their applications in the classroom. 
Researching the virtues has provided me with a fresh 
mindset with which to approach teaching, and my hope 
is that the reader finds similar rewards. The side-effect 
of this is that the remaining pages will not read like a 
how-to manual for translating the virtues into a list of 
teaching practices. Instead, I offer suggestions where 
possible, but do not want to limit the opportunities for 
the reader to discover connections for him/herself. 
While a complete description of Siouan social struc-
ture and practices is not warranted here, a very brief 
sketch may provide a useful context for understanding 
the four virtues (for in-depth discussions of traditional 
Sioux culture see Deloria, 1998; Gibbon, 2003; Hassrick, 
1964; Walker, 1982). Prior to the coming of the Europe-
ans to North America, the Sioux occupied large portions 
of present day Minnesota and Wisconsin as well as the 
Northern Plains (what is today South Dakota and por-
tions of North Dakota, Nebraska, and Wyoming). The 
Sioux can be distinguished as Lakota, Nakota, or Da-
kota; all are Sioux, but the different terms refer to dia-
lect differences and distinct geographical location.  
The social structure that allowed the Sioux to live 
communally in harmony with one another and nature 
was the kinship system (Hassrick, 1964). The kinship 
system, complex and multifaceted, connected each 
member in a “great relationship that was theoretically 
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all-inclusive and co-extensive” (Deloria, 1998, p. 24), 
thus making relevant the phrase mitakuye oyasin 
(translated “we are all related” or “all my relatives”). To 
treat others as relatives (versus mere acquaintances) 
was to be kind, generous, courteous, and unselfish to 
them all. Since “relatives” implied a group of people 
much larger than direct blood relations, the Sioux were 
constantly focused on maintaining these relations.  
Developing and maintaining kinship relations and 
the consequential aspects of Sioux culture was a matter 
of oral communication; the Sioux did not rely on written 
materials to document their history or educate their 
young. Social lessons and historical activities were 
passed on through stories from the elders, which “very 
directly enabled an entire culture to survive because 
they carried the culture within them” (Marshall, 2001, 
p. xiii). Tales and allegories, as they were told and re-
told, instructed the young and reminded the old of ap-
propriate practices, behaviors, beliefs, and perhaps most 
importantly of the four virtues of bravery, generosity, 
fortitude, and wisdom. These four virtues were the bed-
rock of Sioux culture, and the behaviors connected to 
them made it possible for the kinship system to function 
effectively and efficiently.  
As we begin to examine our practices and relation-
ships in the classroom in light of the four virtues, two 
overarching points regarding the nature of education 
emerge. First, the process and product of education can 
be (re)conceived to emphasize a concern for the commu-
nity. Education, from this perspective, is not only in-
tended as a means of self-improvement, but as a way to 
strengthen the community as it faces the challenges of 
its environment. Community, in this case, refers to both 
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the classroom community and the broader communities 
with which the members are affiliated. Palmer (1998), 
in The Courage to Teach, talked of teaching as creating 
“a space in which the community of truth is practiced” 
(p. 90). Palmer wants us to conceive of community not 
as creating intimacy (as in a therapeutic model of com-
munity), but instead in terms of public mutuality, which 
embraces the sharing of resources, space, conflicts, 
problems, and ideas. The Sioux enacted community in 
much the same way as Palmer outlined it for instruc-
tion. Community, for the Sioux, was developed as a 
means to confront the challenges of and embrace the 
gifts from their environment. Survival was predicated 
on cooperation, sharing of information and natural re-
sources, and respect and concern for the welfare of oth-
ers in the community.  
Second, knowledge is an active process. The Sioux 
recognized that the behaviors and actions that facili-
tated the production and maintenance of community 
were not imbued at birth; they had to be learned. That 
learning was a matter of constant and consistent repeti-
tion of messages (e.g., stories, tales, allegories, direc-
tives) until the culturally preferred actions became a 
normal part of the individual’s mental processes. As in-
dicated in the opening quote from Uncheedah--“When 
you see a new trail, or a footprint you do not know, fol-
low it to the point of knowing”—education is a process of 
discovery that involves personal energy, dedication, and 
a commitment to learning. Both teacher and student 
must be willing to take risks in the pursuit of knowl-
edge, which brings us to the first virtue—bravery. 
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BRAVERY (WOOHITIKE) 
The Lakota word for bravery, woohitike, means 
“having or showing courage” (Marshall, 2001, p. 141). 
For the traditional Sioux, bravery certainly applied 
during battle, but the virtue was not limited to warriors 
or times of physical confrontation. Marshall (2001) ar-
gued that bravery needs to be taken in context; there 
are many times during life’s circumstances where brav-
ery is necessary. “Bravery is a requisite virtue because 
life demands it…Any challenge is also an invitation, a 
standing invitation” (Marshall, 2001, p. 155). Charles 
Eastman (a native born Sioux) posited that bravery, as 
practiced by the Sioux in everyday life, referred to the 
degree of risk involved with a particular activity, and 
with risk came honor (as cited in Nerburn, 1993). 
Bravery, while relevant to most every instructional 
situation, is particularly important to the basic commu-
nication course given the heavy performance component 
coupled with the well-documented fear of public speak-
ing that many students have. One typical approach used 
by many basic course instructors to help students con-
front their fear is to let them know that they are not 
alone—that the majority of Americans fear public 
speaking as well. From my experience, this tactic has 
never been particularly successful. Despite my best at-
tempts to follow this statistic with evidence that in-
struction and practice will help reduce their fear, few 
students believe me. They have already left on a mental 
trip saying to themselves “if that many people are afraid 
of public speaking, there must be a good reason for it!” 
However, fostering the virtue of bravery seems to have a 
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more significant and long-lasting effect. Students can 
see the performance assignments as opportunities to 
exhibit bravery rather than situations to “just get 
through.” This cognitive switch from fear to bravery is 
not automatic; the instructor must help facilitate the 
process by explicating and modeling bravery. 
 I have found that describing bravery as a concept is 
fairly simple to do, but modeling it is a bit more diffi-
cult. In my experience, students tend to be riveted by 
stories of traditional Native American life, and are ea-
ger to hear how the virtue of bravery was embodied. I 
have described the virtue to them much as I have in the 
first paragraph of this section, and then followed the de-
scription with short depictions of bravery, such as in the 
movie Dances with Wolves. I then ask students to talk 
about bravery of all types that they have experienced in 
their lives. Students seem to appreciate the connection 
between the Sioux embodiment of the virtue and how 
they have lived it. Modeling bravery, however, is more 
complicated because by definition it involves personal 
risk. I have attempted to model bravery for my students 
in several ways. For example, if I am trying a particular 
assignment, lecture, or exercise for the first time about 
which I am unsure of how it will go, I will tell them this 
and let them know that I am going forward with it, de-
spite the possibility of failure, because of the value asso-
ciated with the risk. Another example of modeling brav-
ery is doing an impromptu speech with them. I pick a 
topic from the hat just as they do, so that they can see 
that I am willing to take the same risks that I am ask-
ing them to take. While these are relatively simple ex-
amples, they do make the point to the students that 
bravery is relevant to them in the basic course. 
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Regarding our own need for bravery as instructors, 
Palmer (1998) argued that we must confront and under-
stand our fears as teachers. Far too often we are con-
sumed and paralyzed by the fear of not being liked, 
popular, or funny, and the result is a diminished self-
concept and a decreased level of effectiveness. We need 
to be brave enough to try new or different instructional 
techniques, exercises, or assignments in the classroom 
without fear of failure. The honor, and the reward, is in 
the risk.  
Assuming that our students are not interested in 
being intellectually challenged and hence unwilling to 
take risks will certainly lead them to feel that way, and 
will definitely compel us to teach in ways that reinforce 
their passivity (Palmer, 1998). However, if we model 
bravery in our approach to the basic communication 
course, our students will be more likely to reciprocate. It 
is bravery that will provide them with the courage to 
give their first public speech, to critique their own per-
formance and the performances of their peers rigor-
ously, and to follow that unknown trail to the point of 
knowing. Bravery will compel them, and us, to do what 
is in the best interest of learning and the community. 
I would like to end this section with an extended 
quotation from Marshall, as he discussed how we can 
teach and learn bravery: 
If you don’t think you know how to be brave, look 
around; you’ll find someone who does know. Follow 
him or her. If you follow long enough, you’ll learn to 
have courage, or the courage within you will rise to 
the top. When that happens, turn around, and don’t 
be surprised if someone is following you. (2001, p. 158) 
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GENEROSITY (CONTEYUKE) 
The Lakota word for generosity, conteyuke, means 
“to give, to share, to have a heart” (Marshall, 2001, 
p.180). For the Sioux, possession of excess material 
goods was only useful to the extent that they could be 
shared with the community. It was believed that “the 
love of possessions [was] a weakness to be overcome” 
(Eastman, as cited in Nerburn, 1993, p. 28). This 
sensibility is best captured through a paraphrase of an 
ancient sentiment: “The Earth Mother gives us all that 
she has. We must do the same” (Marshall, 2001, p. 190). 
The Earth Mother served as the ultimate role model for 
the Sioux, giving everything she had for the sake of her 
people.  
The Sioux would enact this virtue in many ways in 
everyday life, but perhaps none more noteworthy than 
the giveaway. Giveaways were done as a way of 
honoring someone in the family (e.g., a loved one who 
had recently passed away). The members of the spon-
soring family would quite literally give everything away 
that they owned—tipi, horses, utensils, and even the 
clothes on their backs. All of this was done to honor the 
individual. There was no greater way to honor someone 
than to be generous to the community. 
So what does generosity look like in the basic com-
munication course? As instructors we should consider 
what we have to give—time, knowledge, kindness, com-
passion, patience—and give as much as we can. This 
generosity of mental and physical resources should be 
bestowed not out of contractual obligation, but out of 
desire to strengthen the community. Generosity should 
not be determined by the minimum requirements of a 
287
et al.: Basic Communication Course Annual Vol. 16
Published by eCommons, 2004
Traditional Sioux Virtues 271  
 Volume 16, 2004 
promotion and tenure document, or in comparison to the 
generosity of our colleagues around campus. Our level of 
generosity with our time and talents will be directly 
proportional to the ability of our individual students to 
learn, grow, and be generous in return. The literature 
on instructor immediacy and supportive communication 
in the classroom would seem to support this claim (see 
for example, McCroskey, Richmond, & McCroskey, 
2002; Teven, 2001). 
I think it is safe to say that most instructors already 
understand and embody the virtue of generosity to some 
extent. This profession and the communication 
discipline in particular tend to draw people with this 
sensibility. Basic course instructors in particular can 
demonstrate generosity in a variety of ways including: 
providing several draft opportunities for written and 
performance-oriented work, holding individual meetings 
with students in which audio/video recordings of their 
performances are reviewed in-depth, and volunteering 
their time and energy to train members of the univer-
sity or local community on effective communication 
skills.  
Students, however, may not be as prepared to exe-
cute this virtue in the classroom, not because they are 
unwilling or unable, but because they might not have 
been challenged to do so. We need to make this virtue 
explicit instead of hoping that generosity will occur 
automatically, and we need to show the breadth of what 
generosity means in the classroom. For example, we can 
show that giving a public speech can be a generous act if 
appropriate care is taken in preparation and delivery. 
What greater an opportunity to be generous to the 
community than to research a topic of interest and 
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importance to the class, develop a suitable structure, 
work fastidiously in rehearsal, and present to everyone 
an insightful speech designed specifically to improve 
their lives. Additionally, we can encourage audience 
members to give thoughtful and meaningful critiques of 
their peers’ performances so that they might improve 
their skills for the future. Generosity, for instructor and 
student, demands that we all think in terms of “us” 
instead of “me.” 
 
FORTITUDE (CANTEWASAKE) 
With fortitude we begin to see the conceptual and 
practical overlap among the virtues. Cantewasake, the 
Lakota word for fortitude, means “strength of heart and 
mind” (Marshall, 2001, p. 159). Fortitude, while akin to 
bravery, refers more to internal strength than to 
external acts of courage. Marshall referred to fortitude 
among the Sioux as “quiet strength” that comes with 
flexibility (2001, p. 173). To demonstrate the relation-
ship between flexibility and fortitude, Marshall tells the 
story of walking with his grandfather near a river 
bottom when a great wind arose. A sandbar willow tree 
bent in the mighty wind but did not break, while a tall 
oak, rigid and strong, snapped in several places. Forti-
tude, as the story teaches us, does not come from 
physical strength, but from flexibility and the ability to 
remain mentally strong in the face of adversity. 
Perhaps in no other class is fortitude as relevant for 
both instructor and student as in the basic communi-
cation course. Because our ability to communicate is so 
intimately tied to our sense of self, critiquing it and 
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having it critiqued by others tests our internal strength. 
For instructors this means two things. First, call on 
your fortitude to help you provide the necessary and 
often times difficult critiques that your students need of 
their communication performances. Without fortitude, 
we may be less rigorous in our evaluations, opting in-
stead to spare our students’ sense of confidence and our 
own angst. Remember, however, that a lack of rigor does 
not serve the community. Developing members with 
excellent communication skills serves the greater 
purpose of community development. Second, do not 
forget, though, that your students’ fortitude may not be 
as developed as yours. Fortitude, as with wisdom, comes 
with experience and surviving the tests that life gives 
us. As you provide your students with critiques, do so in 
a way that recognizes that their internal strength is still 
developing.  
 
WISDOM (WOKSAPE) 
Due to its intangible nature, wisdom was considered 
the most difficult of the four virtues to attain for the 
traditional Sioux (Hassrick, 1964). The Lakota word for 
wisdom, woksape, means “to understand what is right 
and true, to use knowledge wisely” (Marshall, 2001, p. 
196). For the Sioux, having wisdom meant understand-
ing not only what to say and do, but what not to say and 
do (Marshall, 2001). With that understanding of 
wisdom, we can see the close connection this virtue has 
with communication. Hassrick extended this connection 
when he stated that “Wisdom meant, in part, getting on 
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well with people, and as a leader, inspiring others” 
(1964, p. 39).  
While wisdom was often attributed to the Sioux 
elders, it was not reserved only for them. A person with 
extensive experience who was able to demonstrate an 
understanding of the proper use of knowledge could be 
considered wise. Perhaps the most important thing to 
remember about wisdom, however, was that those who 
possessed it were valued for their ability to help the 
community make informed decisions.  
There are many applications of the virtue of wisdom 
to the basic course, most of which are obvious, but let 
me discuss two of the less obvious. First, the Sioux un-
derstanding of wisdom demonstrated their belief in the 
connection between speech and thought that Dance 
(2002) suggested we reinstate in our courses. The Sioux 
understood that wisdom was a cognitive as well as a be-
havioral phenomenon; thought and speech could not be 
separated. The lesson for the basic communication 
course, then, is to continue the momentum toward inte-
grating critical thinking with our performance activi-
ties. Perhaps the Sioux — an oral tradition society — 
could see that connection more easily because of the 
primacy of communication in their lives. 
Second, the virtue of wisdom implies that the one 
who is wise is worthy of our attention. I believe that this 
legitimates our attention to developing competent public 
speakers through individual-based performance as-
signments, as well as the oft derided pedagogical prac-
tice of lecture as a useful pedagogical tool. Granted, 
public speeches and lectures can be done poorly, but 
finely crafted, relevant presentations can allow the 
community to benefit from the wisdom of the presenter. 
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This does not mean, however, that the presenter is 
granted full license to ignore the thoughts and ideas of 
his/her audience. In fact, it means quite the opposite. 
Wisdom is gained through exposure to ideas and differ-
ences, which can only be garnered if all members of the 
community are considered to have voices worthy of be-
ing heard, and they are allowed and encouraged to par-
ticipate actively in the teaching and learning process.  
We certainly have no shortage of viable philosophies 
of teaching for the basic communication course, so this 
essay is not intended as an argument against or an al-
ternative to them, but as a friendly addition. Feminist 
pedagogy, critical pedagogy, learning communities, and 
other philosophies are all valuable standpoints from 
which to operate in the basic course. I offered the four 
virtues of the traditional Sioux as another way of in-
forming relationships and instruction in the basic 
course. Some may even find these virtues as particu-
larly relevant to their existing philosophy. 
As with any perspective on teaching, certain limita-
tions and concerns accompany the ideas I have for-
warded here. To conclude this essay, I would like to dis-
cuss three of these issues. First, adoption of the Sioux 
virtues as I have described here should not be confused 
with infusing the basic course with the cultural assump-
tions and values of the tribe. One consequence of for-
warding the ideas I have in this essay is the belief that 
their adoption means the adoption of an alternative 
form of pedagogy. While the current discussion cele-
brates the virtues of the Sioux, it falls well short of ad-
vocating a Sioux-based pedagogy. This form of pedagogy 
would look dramatically different, especially with re-
gard to our instruction on appropriate communication 
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patterns, forms of proof, structure of argument, types of 
assignments, and classroom relationships. For example, 
given the importance of storytelling in Sioux culture, 
issues of time constraints, outlining, and adequate sup-
port would have to be changed dramatically, as would 
the value placed on consistent eye contact and appropri-
ate vocal variation.  
Second, emphasizing the virtues focuses attention on 
the relationship between the individual and the com-
munity as it is related to education. Attending to brav-
ery, generosity, fortitude, and wisdom in the classroom 
shifts the process and product of education from self-
improvement to self-improvement for the greater good of 
the community. While this cognitive shift has obvious 
altruistic benefits, it is called into question by American 
ideals of individualism and consumerism (see McMillan 
& Cheney, 1996 for a discussion of the consumerism 
metaphor). Education in our society has long been pro-
moted as a means of improving one’s own lot in life, and 
the recent shift to thinking of the student-as-consumer 
has reinforced this idea. Students who have been raised 
to think of education in this way will more than likely 
have a difficult time thinking of their education any dif-
ferently. I have noticed that students are intrigued by 
the virtues, try to abide by them as best as possible, but 
find it difficult to commit to them completely because 
the notion of individual labor for the promotion of the 
community is foreign to them. It is difficult for the in-
structor as well, given the time, energy, and dedication 
to individual and community development demanded by 
this orientation.  
Finally, misappropriation of the virtue of wisdom 
may lead to a pedagogy that unjustly privileges the 
293
et al.: Basic Communication Course Annual Vol. 16
Published by eCommons, 2004
Traditional Sioux Virtues 277  
 Volume 16, 2004 
voice of the instructor, while devaluing the voice of the 
student. Honoring the virtue of wisdom means that ex-
perience and history are valued, and those possessing 
wisdom should be given the appropriate license to share 
it. As noted earlier, I believe that this legitimates both 
the practice of lecture and our focus on developing com-
petent public speakers. Abuse of this concept, however, 
would lead to a classroom governed solely by the in-
structor, for the good of the instructor, which is anti-
thetical to the cultural context from which this notion 
was borrowed. It is important to remember that tradi-
tional Sioux society was not a dictatorship; open discus-
sions were commonplace, and many voices were valued. 
Therefore, as Palmer (1998) has encouraged us to re-
member, we must engage in multiple forms of instruc-
tion to honor the contributions of our students. The vir-
tue of wisdom celebrates individual voice, but does not 
privilege it over community well-being. 
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The Public Speaking Classroom 
as Public Space: Taking Risks 
and Embracing Difference 
Margaret R. LaWare 
 
 
 
There have been several books and articles by aca-
demics turned teaching philosophers (hooks, 1994; 
Palmer, 1998; Tompkins, 1996), who talk about the sig-
nificance of teaching in the direction of building a com-
munity in the classroom and ultimately a community in 
the University at large. While I believe this is a very 
useful concept, particularly in terms of what can be ac-
complished in the public speaking classroom, I also feel 
that the metaphor or concept of the classroom as public 
space is useful and generative. Ideally, public space can 
be understood as the place where people from different 
backgrounds and social locations can meet, talk, argue 
and confront their differences. Public relationships are 
something distinct from personal friendships and fa-
milial relationships, and as Dewey (1946) and others 
have pointed out, these relationships are vital to a de-
mocracy. Thinking of the public speaking classroom as a 
public space is significant, I believe, particularly in light 
of social theorists who argue that public space is on the 
collapse (see Sennett, 1976).  
Fundamentally, public space is about providing a 
space where people can develop an awareness of their 
connections to and effect upon the world outside of 
themselves. And, public speaking assumes that public 
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space exists, that the opportunity to have some impact 
on the world outside of oneself is possible, since public 
speaking is ultimately grounded in the fundamental 
values of a democracy. The public speaking classroom 
also provides a space that compels students to listen to 
each other. That said, public space, as it has existed, is 
not necessarily an ideal space and my thinking about 
the public speaking classroom is informed by critiques of 
public sphere theory, particularly feminist critiques as 
well as critical pedagogy and feminist pedagogy. In 
other words, not all voices have been weighed equally in 
the public world. As Nancy Fraser (1986) has shown, 
women's experiences, arguments and reasoning may be 
discounted or given little credence because they are ut-
tered by women. Some also argue that young people and 
young adults also face invalidations and lack of “voice” 
because of age (Sazama, 1999). As Paul Loeb (2001) 
points out, “most (students) enter our campuses with an 
attitude of civic resignation, believing their actions on 
major public issues can't matter” (p. 3). 
There are three principal ways that thinking about 
the public speaking classroom as a public space informs 
my philosophy of teaching in the Basic Course. These 
three ways include understanding the situations and 
perspectives of my students, most of whom are tradi-
tional age students (18-22). As indicated previously, 
many come into the classroom feeling powerless to effect 
change. I think there is relevance in applying critical 
pedagogies, “pedagogies of the oppressed” in Paolo 
Freire's (1993) terms, to understanding how these young 
adults have been socialized into seeing themselves as 
marginal to the world outside the University. Second, 
the notion of the classroom as public space reminds me 
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of the ways I need to take risks as a teacher, sharing my 
own thinking and questioning and my engagement in 
the public world. As Parker Palmer (1998) reminds us, 
the classroom is ultimately where the public and per-
sonal intersect, a space full of danger and possibility.  
Further, such positioning points to the opportunities 
I have to engage students on difficult public issues such 
as racism and sexism and establishing the context that 
allows marginalized voices to be heard. Foss and Foss's 
notion of Inviting Transformation has had a profound 
affect on my thinking in this direction. Third, particu-
larly in light of the events of September 11, 2001, I am 
more convinced of the importance of bringing the outer 
world into the classroom, to encourage students to speak 
about and respond to topics of significance given the re-
cent world events. I will address each of these three is-
sues related to the public speaking classroom as public 
space in my teaching, in terms of what I have been do-
ing and thinking about most recently regarding presen-
tation of material, structures of assignments and train-
ing of graduate students.  
 
YOUNG ADULTS IN THE PUBLIC SPACE 
OF THE CLASSROOM 
I have been teaching the Basic Course as a lecturer 
and assistant director for the past five years, coordi-
nating teaching assistants in a lecture/ lab format that 
enrolls 600 students per semester. Previously, I only 
taught public speaking as a stand alone class with 24-28 
students in a classroom. One of the key concepts I have 
carried over from the classroom into the lecture hall is 
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the concept that emerges from feminist theory and 
feminist pedagogy of shifting the positioning of faculty 
as “power authority” in the classroom, to encouraging 
and supporting the power (and voice) within each stu-
dent.1 This presents much more of a challenge in the 
lecture hall, but in my position of mentoring graduate 
teaching assistants, I can encourage teaching relation-
ships that both support the unique perspectives and ap-
proaches of my graduate students, and in turn encour-
age them to create a supportive atmosphere in the 
classroom. One of the ways I try to shift those dynamics 
of “power over” to supporting the “power within” is 
through close and affirmative listening. It sounds sim-
ple, but there is a great deal of conscious effort and re-
straint involved in such listening. I try to hold back my 
own critiques and suggestions until I hear out my 
graduate students and encourage them to “think 
through” their struggles and dilemmas related to prob-
lems with students or grading, trying to be affirming, 
modeling what I would like to see them do for their stu-
dents. 
My thinking about students, or young people and 
young adults as a marginalized group in society, has 
relevance for dealing with both undergraduates and 
graduate students, many of whom may have just fin-
ished undergraduate programs. Because they are la-
beled as “young” and “inexperienced,” and students (i.e. 
still learning) and everything that becomes associated 
with these terms (often negative), students are treated 
                                               
1 Starhawk’s Dreaming the Dark: Magic, Sex & Politics, first 
introduced me to this notion of immanence or power within as 
radically subversive of a system built upon the notion of “power 
over.”  
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as not powerful. They are told that they are not ready 
yet to make any contribution because they lack suffi-
cient knowledge or not the right knowledge. Young peo-
ple face systematic oppressions from various societal 
institutions including schools, colleges and universities 
which results in their feeling disconnected from a sense 
of community and even a disconnection from them-
selves. As Palmer (1990) explains, “Students are often 
marginal to the society by virtue of their youth, their 
lack of a productive role, their dependency on the acad-
emy for legitimation. Deprived of any sense of public 
place or power, they withdraw into the private realm 
where they keep their thoughts to themselves and, 
sometimes, from themselves” (p.15). But, the oppression 
is not just one suffered by students, as Richard Schaull 
writes in the introduction to Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 
“our advanced technological society is rapidly making 
objects of us and subtly programming us into conformity 
to the logic of its system” (p.15). As teachers of public 
speaking, encouraging students to think and express 
their thoughts to others, we are up against a fair 
amount of counter-conditioning on our students and on 
ourselves as teachers. It is useful to remind students of 
their power since they see little of it in the media which 
ignore the unique contributions made by young adults, 
particularly movements and organizations that have 
had an impact on the world. For example, as Loeb 
(2001) points out, the American student antiapartheid 
movement during the mid-1980s and early 90s played “a 
key role” in passing sanctions on South Africa. Further, 
it is important to recognize our own power as teachers 
to influence students and promote self-reflection and 
even, as hooks (1994) points out, healing, particularly 
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when we make efforts to incorporate ourselves wholly in 
the process and step outside our fears in the classroom 
and in the lecture hall. 
One of the points I make early in public speaking, 
whether in the classroom or in the lecture hall, is that 
the skills learned in public speaking are not only useful 
for work environments but also in fostering social 
change. I always feel the need to make arguments in 
support of public speaking, since most are taking it as a 
required course. I point to social movements led by 
young people such as the Chinese democracy movement 
and the Anti-Apartheid movement and point out that 
public speaking is vital to any movement. Unless you 
can communicate your ideas, experiences and perspec-
tives to others, unless you risk taking a stand, you can 
not motivate others to change or take action. 
 
THE BASIC COURSE AND THE MEANING OF RISK 
In order for students to listen to and absorb new 
viewpoints and possibilities for change, students must 
engage themselves wholly in the process. They need to 
risk showing themselves publicly. And, in thinking 
about the assignments in the class, beyond their intro-
ductory speeches, they can hide behind any number of 
“tried and true” topics. We often provide a list of topics 
that have been done in the past and many students, ac-
cording to our TAs, tend to just choose a topic off the 
list. That obviously guarantees that they are not risking 
much. I am increasingly convinced that encouraging 
students to take risks means that I need to take risks as 
a teacher, especially in the lecture hall, where students 
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are particularly attentive to the way I conduct my lec-
tures. Hooks (1994) points to the importance of teachers 
showing themselves as whole people, sharing their nar-
ratives and becoming vulnerable.  
I have taken up her call to presenting myself as a 
whole person, though the lecture hall clearly presents 
some obstacles and challenges. Still, trying to communi-
cate caring concern about my students, about myself 
and the world seems to be a way to take those important 
risks in the lecture hall. I make an effort to make it evi-
dent that I care about my students questions and con-
cerns about the course as well as their ideas. Freire 
(1993) talks about the importance of dialogue in a liber-
ating pedagogy. And, he points out that authentic dia-
logue cannot take place “in the absence of profound love 
for the world and its people”(p. 70). He continues, “Be-
cause love is an act of courage, not of fear, love is com-
mitment to others. No matter where the oppressed are 
found, the act of love is commitment to their cause - the 
cause of liberation” (p. 70). I communicate my caring 
(and, I think, love) by listening to students, by not rest-
ing on my existing Power Point slides, but always 
changing my approach to better answer their questions, 
and stimulate their curiosity and willingness to chal-
lenge themselves. I try to find examples that students 
can relate to, updating them regularly. In addition, I try 
to share the ways that some of the historical speeches 
shown in class, such as King's “I Have a Dream,” have 
impacted me, pointing to the parts I find particularly 
inspiring and moving and meaningful and encouraging 
them to do the same. I try to contextualize these 
speeches and share my own experiences in relation to 
these moments of history, such as my participation in 
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the March for Jobs, Peace and Freedom in Washington, 
D.C. in 1983, twenty years after the march for Civil 
Rights featuring King's “I Have a Dream.” My goal is to 
help students get a glimpse of their own power - to en-
able them to articulate effectively their own perspec-
tives on reality.  
 
MAKING SPACE FOR MARGINALIZED VOICES 
AND PERSPECTIVES 
Taking risks clearly also involves addressing issues 
that make people uncomfortable, both students and 
teachers. But addressing sexism and racism is vital be-
cause these conversations make it possible for mar-
ginalized voices to enter public space. In addressing 
sexism and racism I establish rules and guidelines. I 
always emphasize the notion of respect, both respecting 
me as a lecturer and relating that to respecting each 
other when they take turns in front of the classroom. 
Further, I encourage students to use gender neutral 
language and explain the importance of such use in 
terms of improving communication and clarity, and be-
ing inclusive. One of the themes I re-emphasize 
throughout the course is being audience-centered, in-
viting the audience in, not losing them during the 
speech. I point to the conundrum faced by women who 
wonder if the “he” being used as generic is inclusive or 
not. I also point out, referring to Spender (1985), that 
the generic “he” is not a natural phenomenon, but one 
determined by male grammarians in England during 
the 18th century, who decided that “he” should be ge-
neric because the male pronoun was “more comprehen-
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sive” than the female (p. 148). I suggest the use of 
people or human beings rather than mankind and he or 
she instead of he. 
In terms of thinking about how to further anti-ra-
cism work, and expanding thinking about audience, I 
recently introduced an optional informative speech as-
signment that asks students to “tell us something about 
your culture.” Part of my motivation comes from Peggy 
McIntosh's (1995) writing on the invisibility of white 
privilege and the assumption by white students that 
“their lives (are) morally neutral, normative and aver-
age” (p. 264). When I introduced the assignment, I 
pointed out that it is usually international students who 
do the speeches about their culture or their country and 
traditions. I explained that white, European students 
and people tend to think they have no culture (i.e. they 
are just “average,” just American). However, I point out 
that we all have cultural traditions and it is important 
to get to know them so that people of color are not objec-
tified as culturally unique and different. I think this as-
signment has the potential to generate some self-reflec-
tion, particularly for white students, who really need to 
be better in touch with their own cultural “uniqueness” 
as one small step in the larger project of eliminating ra-
cism. 
As mentioned earlier, Foss and Foss's (1994) Invit-
ing Transformation, has had a profound impact on my 
thinking about addressing difficult and potentially divi-
sive topics and issues. What I particularly find relevant 
and important to express to students is the concept of 
maintaining a space of “safety, value, freedom and open-
ness,” in which different viewpoints are actively sought, 
appreciated and valued and where people who do not 
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conform to the “norm” are not ridiculed. I think these 
concepts go beyond ethical concerns, to the significance 
of public space as fundamentally inclusive and trans-
formative. In a world that increasingly creates objects or 
mere consumers out of people and pressures students to 
conform to survive economically and socially, creating a 
space to express difference and differences is truly a 
radical undertaking. It means making room for ideas, 
people and values that we may find difficult to 
acknowledge. It means being respectful to each other 
and expecting respect for myself as teacher. Foss and 
Foss explain that the emphasis on “presentational 
speaking as a means to create the conditions of safety, 
value, freedom and openness” is grounded in the privi-
leging of “growth and change” (p. 6). This relates to Fri-
ere’s notion of liberatory teaching as a form of dialogue 
that is essentially aimed at helping individuals to grow 
as human beings and gain better understanding of their 
situation in the world and possibilities for change. As 
teachers, we need to cherish the opportunity to grow 
and change in the process of teaching and be willing to 
discover new perspectives through dialogue with our 
students. Even in the lecture hall, dialogue, to some de-
gree, is possible. 
 
BRINGING THE WORLD INTO THE CLASSROOM 
Freire (1993), Foss and Foss (1994), Palmer (1990, 
1998) and others all reference the importance of foster-
ing a space where change and self-discovery is possible 
and those are clearly characteristics of a public space. In 
addition, this opportunity for change is linked to seeing 
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oneself as a subject in relation to the world, with the 
power to effect change. This brings me to the final point 
about how to bring the outside world into the classroom 
and engage students in ways that enable them to see 
themselves as having some control over the world and 
understanding the power of speech as a method for ex-
erting that control. 
As I indicated earlier, one of the ways I bring the 
world into the classroom is to contextualize the histori-
cal speeches I show. In addition, I feel it is important to 
share some of my thinking and responses to the dis-
turbing and world-changing events of the past years. 
These are the events that bind us to our students. As a 
professor and a lecturer, I feel it is my responsibility to 
address them, to break the silence, to acknowledge fear 
and uncertainty. I think it is important to show how I 
am responding emotionally and intellectually and to 
make space for student voices to be heard. Recently, I 
transformed a lecture on the fundamentals of persua-
sive speaking into an introduction to speech, rhetoric 
and policy making in the public world. I pointed to the 
fact that we cannot be fully cognizant of future out-
comes, but must make decisions about actions based on 
the best reasoning and arguments we can find or the 
best reasoning and arguments that we can make. That 
day I gave students time during lecture to express some 
reasons for or against the war with Iraq. 
Approaching the classroom or lecture hall as a public 
space clearly has had an impact on the decisions I make 
regarding the use of class time and the presentation of 
material. I increasingly feel the importance of explain-
ing guidelines for public speaking in light of world 
events, making those connections more salient, in an 
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effort to get students motivated to use public speaking 
to make connections themselves. My goal is to get the 
students beyond thinking of public speaking as a course 
just to get through, but to help them see it as the foun-
dation of something larger and more significant, as a 
skill for constructing meaning with others in public 
space and as a skill for effecting change.  
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of Teaching: A Synthesis and Response 
Jo Sprague 
 
 
 
The ways that an individual professor, a depart-
ment, or a campus talks about the basic communication 
course can be arrayed along a broad spectrum of atti-
tudes. At one end of a continuum are those who look at 
the course with a blend of intellectual contempt and 
embarrassment (Burgoon, 1989) or who believe that an 
assignment to teach such a course counts as penance or 
banishment. For many or most of our colleagues the 
characterizations fall in a more positive central zone, 
construing the course as a rich source of student enroll-
ment or a fertile recruiting ground for majors. The 
authors of these papers fall far at the other end of the 
continuum. In different but related ways, each essay 
celebrates our experience as basic course instructors as 
a special opportunity, laden with theoretical, social, po-
litical and ethical implications. In response to the edi-
tor’s call to address issues of philosophy of teaching 
these authors did not ascend to the highest levels of 
conceptual abstraction or delve into the painstaking 
splitting of verbal and conceptual hairs. Instead, and 
fortunately I think, each presented a passionate state-
ment about an original and provocative way to approach 
the course. What qualifies these papers as “philosophi-
cal” is not so much that they talk about ends rather 
than means, since much of the fine work in this Annual 
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and at Basic Course conferences addresses course objec-
tives as well as teaching strategies. Rather, they look a 
bit more deeply at the goals behind the objectives. Put 
differently, they draw our attention to the second and 
third levels of the question “why?” We engage in certain 
activities to achieve a particular objective such as devel-
oping a valid causal argument. But why do we want our 
students to master that objective? To become better 
critical thinkers, perhaps. But why do we want them to 
become better critical thinkers? Moving in this direction 
draws us into more explicit discussions of how the par-
ticular choices we make about textbooks, assignments, 
evaluation, classroom climate, and teacher student rela-
tionships bundle together into a larger stance toward 
what we are about. When our decision-making is im-
bued with a deep awareness of larger purpose and long-
range goals, there is a coherence to our instruction. Stu-
dents sense when a professor is on a mission, not just 
delivering instruction but, well, professing. They know 
that the class they are taking is called basic not because 
it is trivial but because it is profoundly important. 
Because I have had the opportunity to read these es-
says many times, I hope to help the appreciative first 
time reader think about them collectively, compara-
tively and productively. Specifically, my response ad-
dresses these questions: What are they all saying? What 
differentiates each article's approach? How can we use 
these insights to enhance the basic course? What don't 
they say? What sort of practical questions and research 
agendas do they illuminate? 
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WHAT ARE THEY ALL SAYING? 
Starting from a position that the basic communica-
tion course is highly consequential to students and soci-
ety, all the essays make problematic the notion of com-
municative competence as the acquisition of knowledge 
and skills. They speak of deeper transformative changes 
in students' attitudes, values, and even identities. They 
would agree with Hart's statement (1993) "teachers 
make people." Along with this they all write about edu-
cational practice in its broader sense, seeing the teacher 
as a model, not a dispenser of information, the learners 
as active co-creators of knowledge, not recipients, and 
the curriculum as layered and partially hidden, not a 
just a list of topics to be covered. Inherent in these posi-
tions is an attention to the existential dimensions of in-
struction. A key theme of each paper is the risk that 
both teachers and students must take for real educa-
tional change to occur. Moreover Modaff explicitly and 
all the authors implicitly note the other set of risks that 
come from allowing oneself to go on autopilot and teach 
in ways that are comfortable and familiar. In light of 
persistent pressures to dumb down our classes or to 
foreground students’ short term sense of "feeling good" 
above all other outcomes, it is heartening to read four 
quite different accounts of how classes can be challeng-
ing, demanding, and rigorous while still engaging stu-
dents. It is a risk in itself for teachers to push students 
to be courageous, to introduce material that may be un-
familiar or discomforting, to care enough about students 
to give honest critiques of their work. 
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HOW ARE THEY DIFFERENT? 
In exploring these common themes, the authors dif-
fered along several dimensions. I was interested in the 
general locus of concern in each essay. Modaff centers 
his attention in the individual. The four virtues he ex-
plains, though originating within a culture and con-
firmed in interpersonal encounters, are talked about 
primarily as they pertain to individuals. Speaking of 
virtues casts an interesting light on individual qualities. 
A virtue is more than a value, since it clearly implies a 
pattern of action not just a belief about goodness or evil. 
Yet virtues are not enduring and immutable traits. A 
virtue is a blend of valuing a way of being, choosing to 
adopt that way of being and then acting in ways that 
over time come to define the individual. There is a clear 
implication that virtues are acquired, presumably 
taught. I like the notion of educational experiences that 
call out to a student's higher self and name the qualities 
that can be developed by incremental choices and a se-
ries of actions. In a culture that too often valorizes self 
over community, the material over the spiritual, the 
quick and easy over the hard earned, students need to 
hear their professors speak unabashedly of virtues like 
bravery, generosity, fortitude, and wisdom. The com-
munity of learners is important in Modaff’s analysis in 
that relatedness gives rise to all the Sioux virtues. 
Pedagogically, though, he emphasizes individual learn-
ing; fellow learners are addressed primarily as a sort of 
supportive cohort group who shares a quest trust.  
Rawlins, too, shows courage in his exploration of the 
controversial terrain of friendship in education. His fo-
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cus seems less on the student as an individual and more 
on relationships. Implicitly, he constructs the classroom 
environment as a set of dyadic friendships between the 
instructor and each student. Many of his points about 
dialogue, praxis and political space reveal a connection 
between his ideas and the collectivity of the classroom, 
but the essence of his discussion relates to the teacher 
student relationship. Like Modaff, he is to be com-
mended for his willingness to talk seriously about the 
intangible and important factors that make education so 
powerful. I have a special affinity for scholarship that 
frames topics as tensions or dialectics because this way 
of talking captures the complex and contingent nature 
of communication as it unfolds from moment to moment.  
LaWare chooses as her unit of analysis the entire 
classroom group, exposing the potential it has to pre-
pare students for public life. The well documented 
"withering of the public sphere" is perhaps the greatest 
challenge to democratic institutions, made more daunt-
ing by all the emerging forms of pseudo public life that 
disguise the severity of this problem. I heartily endorse 
her ambitious project. When colleagues from profes-
sional programs want to make efficient use of student 
credit hours by turning the basic course into a series of 
"communication for engineers, communication for 
nurses, communication for managers, " my apoplectic 
reaction is not because of the enrollment that could be 
lost to communication departments, but because I be-
lieve that the context specific communication demands 
of various professions can as well be studied later or 
even after college. Where, but in a basic course that is 
drawn from a cross section of a university will engineers 
have a chance to practice talking to nurses and violin-
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ists to accountants about the social and political issues 
we must all work through together in our civic life? 
What is intriguing, maybe troubling, about LaWare's 
analysis is that she seems to frame the issues almost 
exclusively in terms of individual student empower-
ment. She lays out nicely her position that a public 
space exists and that some voices have more access to it 
or more power in it than others. Her goal, then, is to 
help each individual student maximize his or her ability 
to move into that sphere. It is assumed that students, 
especially those from marginalized groups, will find 
entry into the public sphere intimidating, perhaps 
assaultive to their identities, and therefore the role of 
the educational system is to provide safe, free, open 
environments in which they can practice. One key way 
to help them experience their own potential for power in 
this public space is to de-emphasize the power differen-
tial between themselves and the dominant authority 
figures. A teacher who voluntarily gives up some power 
or gracefully shares power makes a space for students to 
explore their own power.  
This makes perfect sense as far as it goes. Certainly 
feminist pedagogy has been making this point for dec-
ades, long enough to have unmasked the paradoxical 
messages teachers often send when they attempt to give 
up power (Lather, 1991). The deprivileging of assigned 
leaders, whether in the T group tradition or feminist 
consciousness raising groups has tremendous impact in 
getting learners to think differently. I am less convinced 
that it is the key to social and political transformation. 
Specifically, students could feel greatly empowered in a 
privatized learning environment such as a distance edu-
cation class where they can work at their own pace, set 
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priorities for learning and even create a kind of public 
space in cyber space. Such an environment may help the 
individual student but it does not contribute to solving 
the broader political problem of a citizenry that is un-
prepared to communicate in public life. Darling (1991) 
has advanced a critique of the way many introductory 
texts and basic courses define public, unproblematically, 
as "not private. " Students learn the norms of public 
communication so that they will be credible and effec-
tive. She argues that the Deweyan notion of education 
for the public sphere requires more than entering the 
public, and involves knowing how make a public where 
one did not exist. The latter necessitates a radical re-
definition of the kinds of assignments, readings, and 
evaluation procedures one would find in a basic course 
(Darling & Scott, 1993). 
In this same vein, Edwards and Shepherds direct 
their attention to the collective group as the site of 
learning. The pragmatic educational metaphysic they 
advocate is deeply congruent with contemporary com-
munication theory. Perhaps in the current decade re-
trieving the philosophical use of word pragmatic is un-
fortunate, grating against the popular use of the term 
that is too often used to justify communicating for short-
term utility. Dewey’s pragmatism is close to Habermas’ 
practical interest of discourse. In contrast to the techni-
cal interest that helps a group or individual sustain con-
trol over others, practical discourse is directed toward a 
level of understanding that can craft consensus within a 
community. Edwards and Shepherd are maintaining 
that our basic courses can serve such an interest “where 
individuals of diverse demographics and backgrounds 
have the too rare opportunity of coming together to form 
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conjoint experiences.” Individual students do not just 
learn private lessons in a shared time and place; the 
very nature of their learning depends on their practice 
of coordinated making of meaning. 
LaWare’s and Edwards’ and Shepherds” positions on 
public life are not necessarily inconsistent but differ in 
emphasis and may relate to students at different devel-
opmental levels. LaWare's seems suited for students 
who feel excluded from public life or lack confidence to 
participate. Edwards and Shepard address those stu-
dents who are squarely in the public arena, but who 
don't know what it means to participate in associated 
living, how to refer one’s own action to that of others. I 
find the second task more difficult to address. I think we 
know more about how to make a class welcoming and 
safe than about how to get students steeped in individu-
alized and psychologized worldviews to move into the 
difficult realm of genuine social being. As I will argue 
later, the Edwards and Shepherd essay pushes hardest 
against the grain of current practice. 
 
HOW CAN WE USE THESE? 
Acknowledging the important resonances among 
these four pieces and some intriguing differences, I 
wonder how they, taken together, can be incorporated 
into how we approach the basic course. I offer three pos-
sibilities, in ascending order of challenge to us as in-
structors. (Later I will propose a fourth way of reading 
these that goes beyond what is said into what they in-
vite us to consider next.) 
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1. Thinking about these philosophical themes identi-
fies additional educational values our course can pro-
vide. If the basic communication course is designed pri-
marily to help students master certain basic knowledge 
and skills, and if there are several possible effective 
ways to achieve those ends, why not choose an approach 
(even if it is challenging to students and professor) that 
will also enhance students’ civic attitudes and personal 
virtues? This is the most modest reading of the pieces 
and a sufficient contribution in itself. Each author takes 
some pains to say that their recommendations can be 
used within existing course contexts. Given the bureau-
cratic enmeshment of our course on many campuses, 
radical change may be unrealistic. If some of the spirit 
of these articles invigorates a course to the extent that a 
reader tries out one new assignment or one different 
way of talking about its impact on personal growth and 
political life, then instruction has been enriched. 
2. Thinking about these philosophical themes identi-
fies educational practices that will make teaching and 
learning more effective. Though there are many ways to 
teach a basic course effectively, the approaches de-
scribed here are more likely to engage students in deep 
ways and provide a meaningful context for use of the 
knowledge and skills they acquire. This reading also 
preserves the essential content of existing courses, but 
asks instructors to make their classes more dialogic, 
more socially relevant, more connected to personal 
growth. It also challenges instructors to bring more of 
themselves into the class by being willing to relinquish 
their role as the primary source of knowledge, becoming 
more vulnerable, entering into more authentic relation-
ships with students, and sharing power with them. Still, 
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these changes are seen as means of enhancing instruc-
tion in current classes, not as radical revision of cur-
riculum. 
3. Thinking about philosophical themes forces us to 
confront inconsistencies we may be perpetuating. If an 
instructor of the basic communication course took seri-
ously many of the ideas offered in these essays, it might 
lead to reconsidering both how and what we teach. This 
way of reading the essays is the most intellectually 
taxing and inconvenient but potentially quite exciting. 
First, the many discussions of modeling and risk taking 
require us to look closely at whether how we teach rein-
forces what we teach. If we really believe that communi-
cation is contingent, emergent, embodied, socially con-
structed, habitual and politically charged, it becomes 
hard to justify transmissive teaching, prescriptive for-
mulations, or generic evaluation rubrics for example. 
Less obvious and more significantly, these authors are 
all challenging the relationship between theory and 
practice that we inadvertently perpetuate. In this jour-
nal, Spano (1996) argued that this false dichotomy is 
particularly insidious in our basic course and advances 
“practical communication theory” as a way to reunite 
abstract propositional forms of knowledge with a firm 
grounding in the concrete world of lived, contextualized, 
embodied experience. This move is not just important 
for teaching and for practice but for the integrity of the-
ory. Our basic course becomes the crucible in which our 
idealized theories are tested, refined and elaborated 
(Leff, 1994). Particularly when our students are more 
culturally diverse, technologically savvy, and more in 
touch with many aspects of contemporary life than our 
theory builders, authentic classroom conversations can 
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push back against the scholarly inclination toward ele-
gant, totalizing but incomplete representations. 
Any and all of these ways of reading the articles hold 
great value for basic course instructors. I would go so far 
as to recommend that groups of colleagues who now 
meet to discuss problems and strategies try meeting in a 
sort of book club format to discuss a particular short 
reading with philosophical implications. They might 
start with these essays, revisit the exchange between 
Spano and Hickson (1996), and proceed to reading oth-
ers from these reference lists, starting with Dewey.  
 
WHAT DON'T THEY SAY? 
When Scott Titsworth invited me to comment on 
these essays, he suggested that perhaps I would like to 
measure them against the criteria I set forth over a dec-
ade ago (Sprague, 1993) for a discipline specific peda-
gogy. I approached them with that notion in mind and 
was pleased that authors outside the usual pedagogical 
fold were represented, happy to note reference lists con-
taining such favorites as Arendt, Bakhtin, Dewey, 
hooks, Freire, and Palmer, delighted to read such well 
written and thoughtful work embracing the complexity 
of our task. However, I concluded that though these ar-
ticles are featured in a venue that is not only discipline 
specific but course specific, they strike me as more rep-
resentative of communication education’s sister sub-dis-
cipline of instructional communication. About eighty 
percent of the recommendations could apply as well to 
classes in Women’s Studies, psychology, sociology, or 
political science. At least half of the advice can be easily 
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translated even to courses in science or math. Along 
with others, I have argued (most recently, Sprague 
2002) that despite some obvious connections, the two 
main branches of pedagogical work in our field are dis-
tinct. Because they address different goals for different 
audiences, the credibility and utility of each is best 
served by being clear about the distinction. When I 
compare these essays to the bulk of the dominant litera-
ture in instructional communication I find them less 
simplistic, more consistent with the communication lit-
erature, more peer-oriented, and more ideologically pal-
atable to me personally. Still, none moves much toward 
a discipline specific pedagogy. Maybe philosophical 
work, because it deals with “big issues” is intrinsically 
more generalizable. It is probably not fair to be critical 
of these authors for offering us ideas that are valuable 
across too many contexts. But, I cannot conclude with-
out renewing a call to bring our best theorizing to bear 
on the very concrete contexts of each area of our cur-
riculum exploring the particular questions about 
teaching and learning in communication that only we 
can frame and answer. Thus, I invite these authors and 
the strong community of basic course directors and 
teachers who read this journal to think about the impli-
cations of these essays in a fourth way. 
4. Thinking about these philosophical themes helps 
us set important goals for our course and apply our 
scholarship to discovering how best to meet those goals. 
That is, must we be limited to seeing civic participation, 
virtue, and friendship as supplemental to our courses or 
as enabling to our instruction? Despite the different 
philosophical trapping, is that really so much different 
than exhorting teachers to be immediate and use affin-
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ity-seeking techniques? What would it mean if the key 
ideas of each manuscript were taken as important con-
tent in communication education? How can we actually 
teach students to engage in public life? What works? 
How do we help students master the dialogic techniques 
that are part of the pragmatic educational metaphysic? 
How are the virtues of the Sioux and the characteristics 
of friendship enacted communicatively? When we say a 
person is courageous or strikes a workable balance be-
tween affection and instrumentality presumably we 
base this on something the person has said or done, not 
on some impression or self reported trait. So, are these--
arguably communicative--behaviors teachable? If so, 
how might we go about actively fostering them? And 
how will we know if we have succeeded? To maintain 
the momentum of the intriguing themes of these essays, 
I am advocating that we not settle for applying them in 
ways that are peripheral to the basic course. Instead, 
they suggest ideas for core instructional units and invite 
a host of concrete research projects, using a range of 
methodologies and approaches. The underlying message 
of this special forum is that by engaging philosophical 
issues in close concert with the practical issues of the 
basic course, we all benefit: faculty members who need 
intellectual recharging, Teaching Assistants who are 
forming habits of mind that they will carry forth into 
their professorial careers, and most important, our stu-
dents who deserve our best collective thinking if they 
are function effectively in their civic and personal lives. 
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The Basic Course Commission of the National Com-
munication Association invites submissions to be con-
sidered for publication in the Basic Communication 
Course Annual. The Annual publishes the best scholar-
ship available on topics related to the basic course and 
is distributed nationally to scholars and educators in-
terested in the basic communication course. Each article 
is also indexed in its entirety in the ERIC database.  
Manuscripts published in the Annual are not re-
stricted to any particular methodology or approach. 
They must, however, address issues that are significant 
to the basic course (defined broadly). Articles in the An-
nual may focus on the basic course in traditional or non-
traditional settings. The Annual uses a blind reviewing 
process. Two or three members of the Editorial Board 
read and review each manuscript. The Editor will re-
turn a manuscript without review if it is clearly outside 
the scope of the basic course. 
Manuscripts submitted to the Annual must conform 
to the Publication Manual of the American Psychologi-
cal Association, 5th edition (2001). Submitted manu-
scripts should be typed, double-spaced, and in 12 point 
standard font. They should not exceed 30 pages, exclu-
sive of tables and references, nor be under consideration 
by any other publishing outlet at the time of submis-
sion. By submitting to the Annual, authors maintain 
that they will not submit their manuscript to another 
348
Basic Communication Course Annual, Vol. 16 [2004], Art. 18
http://ecommons.udayton.edu/bcca/vol16/iss1/18
332 Submission Guidelines 
BASIC COMMUNICATION COURSE ANNUAL 
outlet without first withdrawing it from consideration 
for the Annual. Each submission must be accompanied 
by an abstract of less than 200 words and a 50-75-word 
author identification paragraph on each author. A sepa-
rate title page should include (1) the title and identifica-
tion of the author(s), (2) the address, telephone number, 
and email address of the contact person, and (3) data 
pertinent to the manuscript's history. All references to 
the author(s) and institutional affiliation should be re-
moved from the text of the manuscript. Send four (4) 
copies of your submission materials to: 
 
Scott Titsworth, Editor 
Basic Communication Course Annual, 17 
School of Communication Studies 
43 W. Union – Lasher Hall 
Ohio University 
Athens, OH 45701 
 
If you have any questions about the Annual or your 
submission, contact the Editor by telephone at (740) 
593-9160 or by email at titswort@ohio.edu. 
All complete submissions must be received by 
MARCH 1, 2003 to receive full consideration for the up-
coming Basic Communication Course Annual.  
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